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First published in 1993, The Inner World Outside has become a classic in its field. 
Paul Holmes walks the reader through the ‘inner world’ of object rela tion ships 
and the corres pond ing ‘outside world’ shared by others in which real rela tion ships 
exist. Trained as a psycho ther ap ist in both psycho ana lyt ical and psycho dra matic 
methods, Paul Holmes has written a well- informed, clear intro duc tion to Object 
Relations Theory and its rela tion to psycho drama. He explores the links between 
the theor ies of J.L. Moreno, the founder of psycho drama, and Sigmund Freud,  
the founder of psycho ana lysis, and presents a stim u lat ing synthesis. Each chapter 
opens with an account of part of a psycho drama session which focuses on partic-
u lar aspects of psycho drama or Object Rela tions Theory. These accounts 
illuminate the concepts or tech niques using the clin ical mater ial from the group to 
illus trate basic psycho ana lytic concepts in action.

Published here with a new intro duc tion from the author that links the book’s 
content to concepts of Attach ment Theory, the book weaves together the very 
differ ent concepts in an inspir ing and compre hens ive way that will ensure the 
book contin ues to be used by mental health and arts ther apies profes sion als, 
whether in train ing or prac tice.

Paul Holmes is a Fellow of the American Society for Group Psychotherapy and 
Psychodrama and a recip i ent of their David A. Kipper’s Scholar’s Award. He was 
a Consultant Child and Adolescent Psychiatrist, adult psycho ther ap ist and the first 
Chair of the British Psychodrama Association. He worked in community child 
and adoles cent mental health teams for many years with a special ist interest in the 
services for fostered and adopted chil dren. He has a long- stand ing interest in 
integ rat ing the theor ies and clin ical prac tices of differ ent schools of psycho-
ther apy, with a more recent focus on the applic a tions of Attach ment Theory.



Routledge Mental Health Classic Edition

The Routledge Mental Health Classic Edition series celeb rates Routledge’s 
commit ment to excel lence within the field of mental health. These books are 
recog nized as time less clas sics cover ing a range of import ant issues, and continue 
to be recom men ded as key reading for profes sion als and students in the area. With 
a new intro duc tion that explores what has changed since the books were first 
published, and why these books are as relev ant now as ever, the series presents 
key ideas to a new gener a tion.

A Special Scar: The exper i ences of people bereaved by suicide  
(Classic Edition)
By Alison Wertheimer

An Introduction to the Therapeutic Frame (Classic Edition)
By Anne Gray

On Learning from the Patient (Classic Edition)
By Patrick Casement

Further Learning from the Patient (Classic Edition)
By Patrick Casement

On Becoming a Psychotherapist (Classic Edition)
Edited by Windy Dryden and Laurence Spurling

The Psychoanalysis of Organizations: A psycho ana lytic 
approach to beha viour in groups and organ iz a tions (Classic 
Edition)
By Robert De Board

Jung and Phenomenology (Classic Edition)
By Roger Brooke



The Anti-Group: Destructive forces in the group and their 
creat ive poten tial (Classic Edition)
By Morris Nitsun

The Inner World Outside: Object Relations Theory and 
Psychodrama (Classic Edition)
By Paul Holmes

Archetype Revisited: An updated natural history of the self 
(Classic Edition)
By Anthony Stevens

The Political Psyche (Classic Edition)
By Andrew Samuels



This page intentionally left blank



The Inner World Outside

Object rela tions theory and 
psycho drama

Classic Edition

Paul Holmes



Classic edition published 2015
by Routledge
27 Church Road, Hove, East Sussex, BN3 2FA

And by Routledge
711 Third Avenue, New York, NY 10017

Routledge is an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group, an informa 
busi ness

© 2015 Paul Holmes

The right of Paul Holmes to be iden ti fied as author of this work 
has been asser ted by him in accord ance with sections 77 and 78 
of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprin ted or  
repro duced or util ised in any form or by any elec tronic, mech an
ical, or other means, now known or here after inven ted, includ ing  
photo copy ing and record ing, or in any inform a tion storage or 
retrieval system, without permis sion in writing from the 
publish ers.

Trademark notice: Product or corpor ate names may be trade marks 
or registered trade marks, and are used only for iden ti fic a tion and 
explan a tion without intent to infringe.

First edition published by Routledge 1993

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data
A cata logue record for this book is avail able from the British 
Library

Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication Data
 Holmes, Paul, 1947 September 16 , author.
 The inner world outside : object relations theory and  
 psychodrama / Paul Holmes. — [New edition].
  p. ; cm. — (Routledge mental health classic edition)
 Includes bibliographical references.
 I. Title. II. Series: Routledge mental health classic edition. 
 [DNLM: 1. Object Attachment. 2. Psychodrama. WM 460.5.O2]
 RC489.P7
 616.89ʹ1523—dc23

2014048133

ISBN: 9781138829251 (hbk)
ISBN: 9781138829244 (pbk)
ISBN: 9781315728490 (ebk)

Typeset in Times New Roman
by RefineCatch Limited, Bungay, Suffolk

The cover is taken from a picture created by the Huichol tribe in 
Mexico who believe that there are two opposed cosmic forces in 
the world. They make an annual pilgrim age to San Luis Potosí to 
collect peyote and to enact ancient rituals in the desire to return 
to where life origin ated, to heal them selves and to ensure the 
regen er a tion of the Huichol’s souls.

NB. This is more or less what the Inner World is about minus  
the peyote!



This book is dedic ated to Weston Tulloch for his 
support during the rebirth of this book.



This page intentionally left blank



Contents

  Acknowledgements to the first edition xi
  Introduction to the classic edition xii

 1 Introduction: psycho drama and psycho ana lytic theory 1

 2 The director’s assess ment: systems within systems 14

 3 Repetitions and the trans fer ence 30

 4 The inner object world 50

 5 Relationships and roles 65

 6 The inner world and the drama of psycho ther apy 82

 7 The coun ter trans fer ence 97

 8 Psychological defence mech an isms 112

 9 Conflicts and anxiety: holding and contain ment 135

 10 Playing and reality 151

 11 The dynam ics of the group 164

Coda  How does psycho drama change people? 183

 Bibliography 191
 Psychodrama bibli o graphy 197
 Name index 198
 Subject index 200



This page intentionally left blank



Acknowledgements to the first 
edition

I have been lucky enough, over my twenty years’ involve ment with psycho-
ther apy, to have worked with many creat ive, well- informed, and encour aging 
teach ers, super visors, colleagues, personal ther ap ists, patients, and friends. I 
know that I have gained much from these people, although I feel that it would be 
invi di ous or unpro fes sional to list their names. I have also had less satis fact ory 
exper i ences with teach ers, super visors, and ther ap ists. I am sure too that I have 
failed some of my own patients and students. I know that I have learnt much and 
matured a little as a result of all these exper i ences.

I would, however, like publicly to acknow ledge the help I received from many 
friends during my stay in Mexico City. I would like to thank David and Rowena 
Resnikoff, Gustavo Fuentes and Herminia Loza, Manuel Acuña, Gregorio Fritz, 
Manlio Guerrero, Margarita Guitart Padilla, Moises Riuera Ortiz, Ken Davy, 
Jorge Bravo Soto, and Laura Cortes. I am also grate ful for the friend ship of my 
psycho dra matic ‘cousins’ Yuyo Bello and Jaime Winkler and their students at the 
Escuela Mexicana de Psicodrama y Sociodrama.

I would like espe cially to thank my parents who, in their differ ent prac tical 
ways, helped with the arrange ments neces sary for the visit to Mexico, my editor 
at Tavistock/Routledge, Edwina Welham, for her unfail ing support and encour-
age ment from the start of this project, and the Universidad de las Americas A.C. 
in Mexico City who provided me with comput ing facil it ies at a moment of crisis.

NOTE

I am a male psycho dram at ist and in this book I describe a psycho drama session 
with a male prot ag on ist. I there fore decided to use the male gender through out this 
book unless the context clearly refers to a woman. It is, however, worth noting 
that in this country the major ity of psycho ther ap ists are women.

I would like to thank the follow ing for permis sion to repro duce mater ial: 
Beacon House, Inc. for the writ ings of J.L. Moreno and Figure 11.4, E. Goldman 
and D. Morrison for Figure 3.1, D.H. Malan for Figure 3.2, M.G.N Ltd and 
Creators Syndicate, Inc. for Figure 3.3, and the poet ME for her poem ‘Roles?’.



Introduction to the classic 
edition
Object Relations Theory and 
Attachment Theory

I wrote this book in 1990 whilst living in Mexico City having completed my 
train ing as a child psychi at rist, psycho ana lytic psycho ther ap ist and as a psycho-
drama psycho ther ap ist in London in the early 1980s. I inten ded the book to be an 
integ ra tion of the theor ies and tech niques I had absorbed from these exper i ences 
using a psycho drama session as the clin ical mater ial but I was hoping that the 
book might also interest a wider psycho thera peutic audi ence.

I was at that time adequately versed in the theor ies of psycho ana lysis, Object 
Relations Theory and psycho drama but relat ively ignor ant of the very signi fic ant 
contri bu tions of John Bowlby through his seminal work on attach ment. Although 
in the early 1980s I worked only half a mile from his base in central London at the 
Tavistock Clinic, I regret never having met him and I am now surprised by the 
limited refer ences to Bowlby or Attachment Theory in this book.

Over the next twenty years my profes sional interests shifted towards clin ical 
work with looked- after and adopted chil dren with an asso ci ated case- load as a 
court expert witness in child- care proceed ings. Increasingly I found the concepts 
asso ci ated with Attachment Theory very useful.

Object Relations Theory (ORT) and Attachment Theory (AT) have common 
historic roots. Bowlby was, as were many of the creat ors of ORT mentioned in 
this book, British and trained both as a psychi at rist and as a psycho ana lyst 
(Holmes 1992).

Both theor ies stress the import ance of the child’s early exper i ences of rela tion-
ships with others, initially usually the mother or father, and the way these are 
inter n al ised as both uncon scious and conscious memor ies which over the lifespan 
continue to influ ence, to differ ing degrees, all future rela tion ships. Further, both 
theor ies include a process of separ a tion or ‘split ting’ as core to the way the  
mind initially handles and memor ises exper i ences. ORT concep tu al ises this 
psycho lo gical divi sion as a dicho tomy between ‘posit ive’ and ‘negat ive’ affects. 
AT however suggests that psychic organ isa tion is based on inform a tion hand ling 
with the split being between affec tual and cogit at ively based exper i ences. Both 
theor ies posit that subsequent psycho lo gical devel op ment involves a process that 
integ rates these memor ies through out child hood and into adult life forming the 
basis of an indi vidual’s person al ity.
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However, an import ant differ ence between ORT and AT is the infant’s drive 
or reason for the form a tion of these rela tion ships.

This book describes how classical psychoanalytic theory has tended to focus on 
the inner world and the psychic drives for the expres sion of an indi vidual’s 
instincts: Libido (Eros, the drive for love and life) and Thanatos (the death instinct, 
an uncon scious desire to die asso ci ated, when direc ted outwards onto others, with 
aggres sion and viol ence). In extreme forms, the psycho ana lytic model describes 
the ‘other’ as only exist ing in the child’s mind as ‘part objects’ (for example the 
Kleinian ‘good’ and ‘bad’ breasts).

Another psycho ana lyst Ronald Fairbairn stressed that infants are basic ally 
‘object seeking’, by which he meant actual people but he followed Freud in 
accept ing the import ance of the libido. He saw ‘the ulti mate goal of the libido is 
the object’ and that initially, both meta phor ic ally and liter ally, ‘at the earli est 
stage the child’s natural object is his mother – and more specific ally her breast’, 
the child’s first ‘appro pri ate biolo gical object’ (Fairbairn 1952 – his italics). 
Ernest Jones in his Preface to Fairbairn’s book Psychoanalytic Studies of the 
Personality (1952) stated that, unlike Freud, ‘Dr Fairbairn starts at the centre of 
the person al ity, the ego, and depicts its striv ings and diffi culties in its endeav our 
to reach an object where it might find support’. Fairbairn’s theor ies are explored 
in detail in the book Fairbairn and the Origins of Object Relations (Grotstein and 
Rinsley eds. 1994).

Object Relations Theory, as discussed in this book, explains how the infant’s 
exper i ences of this very early rela tion ship are inter n al ised and form the basis of 
the devel op ing person al ity and subsequent rela tion ships.

John Bowlby, although trained as a psycho ana lyst, rejec ted those aspects of 
ORT that focused on the expres sion of an infant’s needs, all be they object 
seeking. He stressed the etho lo gical perspect ive that described the infant’s goal in 
forming rela tion ships as linked to their survival in a very danger ous world, 
initially as a phys ic ally and emotion ally very imma ture and defence less baby.

Attachment Theory is quite expli cit about both the roots and aims of such 
‘object seeking’ and the internal psycho lo gical consequences. In this Bowlby was 
influ enced by the etho lo gical studies of Konrad Lorenz on the imprint ing between 
ducks and geese who, after leaving the egg, followed the first possible carer they 
encountered be this fowl or man in an attempt to survive the many unpre dict able 
risks that surroun ded them. A similar, but much more complex, process occurs 
with humans.

The simil ar it ies and differ ences between these two theor ies are discussed in an 
old, erudite, but still highly relev ant paper by Bowlby’s colleague, Mary Ainsworth 
(Ainsworth 1969).

There is no space in this Introduction to review the excit ing and devel op ing 
complex it ies of Attachment Theory which are now suppor ted by much empir ical 
research and the asso ci ated reli able and valid assess ment tools or to consider the 
implic a tions for inter ven tions, both thera peutic and social. The inter ested reader 
is referred to the three Routledge Handbooks of Attachment: Theory, Implications 



xiv The inner world outside

and Interventions (Holmes and Farnfield 2014a and b) and Assessment (Farnfield 
and Holmes 2014).

Further, since I wrote this book, there has been a quantum leap in our under-
stand ing of the neural and neuro bi o lo gical under pin nings of human rela tion ships 
and person al ity devel op ment and the asso ci ated import ance of epigen et ics (the 
herit able changes in gene expres sion that occur without a change in DNA) and 
the central role of hormones such as oxyto cin. None of these excit ing and chal len-
ging find ings, aspects of which are at times hotly disputed, can be discussed in 
this Introduction.

Bowlby intro duced the concept of a ‘secure base’, the carer to whom the infant 
turns at times of stress: in partic u lar as a source of comfort when anxious and  
for protec tion from danger (Bowlby 1988). The child devel ops strategies, such  
as crying or smiling or later raising their arms towards their carer or whinging  
and whining, to increase their prox im ity to their ‘secure base’ to ensure their 
survival. These are exper i ences that form the basis of much richer and more 
complex rela tion ships thus allow ing them in due course to form adult part ner-
ships, procre ate and thus to continue their gene line.

The result ing inter ac tions between parent and child becomes part of the infant’s 
‘internal working model of the world’ (Bowlby 1973) a psycho lo gical view of  
life and rela tion ships used by the indi vidual to assess and to predict, within limits, 
the imme di ate future in an attempt to ensure survival. The infant devel ops and 
‘road tests’ strategies that improve its safety by creat ing a capa city to increase 
inter ac tion with or prox im ity to a poten tial protect ive carer.

Ainsworth, a student and colleague of Bowlby, observed the response of infants 
to brief separ a tions from their mothers, an exper i ence she called the Strange 
Situation. On the basis of her obser va tions she (with Bowlby’s support) described 
three basic categor ies of attach ment responses, initially described, whilst further 
thought was given to the meaning of these reac tions, as A, B and C. Subsequently 
these three groups were further described. Two groups, A (having psycho lo gical 
avoid ant or minim ising tend en cies) and C (having resist ant, ambi val ent or 
enmeshed styles of relat ing) were asso ci ated with anxiety in rela tion ships and a 
degree of mistrust. These indi vidu als were considered to have insec ure attach-
ments whilst those in type B were able to form secure or trust ing rela tion ships 
both as chil dren then as adults (Holmes and Farnfield 2014a).

The type of an indi vidual’s attach ment and the nature of the strategies developed 
depend in part on the style of parent ing they receive and the differ ing responses of 
the adults to their child’s emotional needs. Put succinctly, chil dren whose parents 
are emotion ally attuned to their infants’ needs and who respond in an appro pri ate, 
timely, manner are more likely to be secure in their attach ments and thus are  
in type B.

Children in type A have had carers who have been consist ently emotion ally 
absent or reject ing (consequent upon the parent’s own attach ment style, person-
al ity or emotional diffi culties such as depres sion). Such indi vidu als have developed 
survival strategies in which they control their levels of emotional arousal on  
their own by ‘going it alone’ and psycho lo gic ally managing their own distress. 
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That said it has been demon strated that under stress or threat they may show high 
levels of physiolo gical arousal, hidden from the external world. Such indi vidu als 
tend to under stand the world in terms of cognit ive contin gen cies, valuing thoughts 
over emotions. Indeed they tend to inhibit their own expres sions of negat ive feel-
ings as they have exper i enced distressed or angry outbursts as driving an already 
relat ively absent carer even further away emotion ally.

Those in type C discover that their carers are incon sist ent, some times emotion-
ally avail able to them, some times not, and they develop attach ment strategies  
that ‘up the anti’ by being demand ing, noisy, and hard to soothe. They start to  
use strategies that they have learnt, if used for long enough or with suffi cient 
vigour, will encour age their carer to attend to their needs. However, although they 
seek close ness to their ‘secure base’ they are also at the same time resist ant to 
success ful comfort ing.

Children who are provided with differ ent carers (for example through foster 
care or adop tion) or adults through posit ive rela tion ship exper i ences or therapy 
can start to better integ rate strategies based on both affect and cogni tion and are 
able to move from being in types A or C to having what is described as having an 
‘earned B’ attach ment type.

Subsequently Mary Main, a gradu ate student of Ainsworth, and her colleagues 
added a fourth category D (or disor gan ised- disor i ent ated), a type asso ci ated  
with chil dren who had been maltreated and had exper i enced incon sist ent and  
at times threat en ing parent ing. Those in type D have had very poor exper i ences  
of being paren ted; indeed they were rarely ‘good enough’. Their attach ment 
strategies can be seen, if only moment ar ily, to lack organ isa tion. Individuals with 
this type of attach ment are the group who cause most concern (and work) for both 
child and adult mental health services. As adults, some of these indi vidu als may 
show signi fic ant psycho path o logy such as exhib ited by those diagnosed as having 
a border line person al ity disorder.

Bowlby saw attach ment as a lifespan construct. There is evid ence that an 
infant’s earli est attach ment styles and strategies impact (although other factors 
play an import ant part) on our emotional well- being as adults influ en cing our 
friend ships, our choice of signi fic ant others, the quality of our romantic rela tion-
ships and the kind of care givers we become and ulti mately our own chil dren’s 
sense of secur ity and emotional well- being.

An indi vidual’s attach ment type, from infancy to adult hood, can be assessed by 
a variety of age range specific reli able assess ment tools. The Strange Situation 
Proced ure (SSP) assesses infants and toddlers. At the other end of the age spec-
trum, the Adult Attachment Interview (AAI) probes an indi vidual’s memor ies of 
their close rela tion ships, espe cially in child hood, through a series of ques tions 
about univer sal life exper i ences. It explores how attach ment- based memor ies  
are held in the mind through a detailed analysis of the responses focus ing as  
much on the manner in which these memor ies are described as on the content. 
Both these assess ment tools focus on the indi vidual albeit in the SSP in the  
context of their inter ac tions with their carer (see Teti and Kim in Farnfield and 
Holmes 2014).
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These attach ment types, A B C + D, can be seen as rather categoric as if you are 
from infancy onwards fixed in one or other of these ‘types’. However, Patricia 
Crittenden, another gradu ate student of Ainsworth and Main’s peer, has formu-
lated a rather differ ent model which devel ops Bowlby’s original theory and 
Ainsworth’s obser va tions but includes only the three categor ies, A, B and C. 
According to Crittenden the strategies a child devel ops and uses become more 
complex, and indeed soph ist ic ated, over time in line with changes in the envir on-
ment and the indi vidual’s cognit ive, emotional and social devel op ment through out 
child hood and into adoles cence and adult hood. She encap su lates this in the 
Dynamic-Maturational Model or DMM (Crittenden 2008).

In infancy a child, depend ing on its exper i ence, starts to use A, B or C strategies, 
type A 1–2 being more cogni tion- based, hiding overt expres sions of feel ings 
(espe cially anger), type B 1–5 integ rat ing both cognit ive and affect ive inform a-
tion and type C 1–2 strategies being domin ated by the expres sion of feel ings 
(either as overt aggres sion or its modi fic a tion into a coy or disarm ing stance).

As the child matures more soph ist ic ated strategies can be developed in the 
school years (A 3–4 and C 3–4 in the DMM) with further addi tional strategies 
being avail able in adoles cence and adult hood (A 5–8 and C 5–8). As with other 
theor ists Crittenden believes that all attach ment strategies were func tional to  
the child’s rela tion ship with their ‘secure base’ when first developed although, the 
higher number types are asso ci ated with increas ing psycho path o logy. In the 
DMM Crittenden focuses, unlike the ABC + D model, on ways an infant attempts 

Figure 0.1 A DynamicMaturational Model of patterns of attach ment in 
adult hood.
Copyright: Patricia M. Crittenden and Andrea Landini, 2011.
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to ensure its survival rather than on the ways it attempts to maxim ise its prox im ity 
or close ness to the primary carer(s).

Crittenden describes how early exper i ences in the rela tion ship with this person 
are held in the mind within memory systems which are either uncon scious or 
conscious and organ ised by being cogni tion or affect based, i.e. along the dimen-
sions of think ing and feeling. In this respect her theor ies have much in common 
with dicho tomy described in ORT as described in this book. However, in ORT the 
split is along the dimen sions of posit ive or negat ive affects (good v bad) although 
for those in type A the self is exper i enced as ‘bad’ and others as ‘good’ (hence the 
indi vidual’s need to minim ise the expres sion of anger) whilst for those in type C 
there is a tend ency to exon er ate the self and to blame others. It is prob able that these 
processes are linked to the some what differ ent func tions of the right and left hemi-
spheres of the brain (see Farnfield and Stokowy in Holmes and Farnfield 2014a).

As chil dren in types A+ (i.e. the higher As) or C+ (the higher Cs) mature, they 
have increas ing diffi culty success fully integ rat ing in their rela tion ships their true 
feel ings with true thoughts and begin to modify their survival strategies by start ing to 
distort their thoughts and feel ings to increase their chance of survival (see Figure 0.1 
for brief descrip tions of these types). It will be clear from the terms used in the DMM 
that the higher groups are increas ingly dysfunc tional and asso ci ated with indi vidu als 
exhib it ing more marked psycho lo gical, inter per sonal and social diffi culties. This 
process is partic u larly power ful if their ‘secure base’ is the same person / parent they 
lived with in their infancy or another person of a similar person al ity type.

In summary what both theor ies have in common is the view that our person-
al ity is signi fic antly (but not entirely as genetic inher it ance has an import ant role 
to play) based on our early inter per sonal exper i ences. Our ‘inner object world’ 
(as described in Object Rela tions Theory) or our ‘internal working model of the 
world’ (as detailed in Attachment Theory) can have a very signi fic ant impact on all 
our inter per sonal inter actions as adults, espe cially where a degree of close ness 
or depend ency is involved (includ ing even at times when the inter ac tion is 
limited to our profes sional lives), close friend ships and our romantic rela tion-
ships. These power ful influ ences then impact on the style and skill with which 
we bring up our own chil dren.

Although firmly rooted in reality- based inter ac tions with ‘secure bases’, 
Attachment Theory tends to focus on an indi vidual’s ‘internal working model of 
the world’ rather than on the impact of the survival strategies on actual rela tion-
ships with other people (although attach ment patterns in famil ies have been 
studied (see Dallos in Farnfield and Holmes 2014)).

However, an indi vidual’s use of these inter n al ised survival strategies are 
expressed in every day life in actual inter per sonal inter ac tions and form the bed- 
rock of all rela tion ships (espe cially the more intense and intim ate). A person in 
type B has the capa city to use inter per sonal strategies based on a success ful  
integ ra tion of cogni tion and affect- based memor ies and survival strategies. Such 
peoples’ rela tion ships are usually stable, based on trust and a sense of secur ity as 
they have an ability to use inform a tion based on both cognit ively and affect- based 
memor ies.
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Those who predom in antly use either A or C strategies have more diffi culty 
forming trust ing, stable rela tion ships (although some do). Almost 50 per cent of 
the general popu la tion fall into these insec urely attached categor ies (Howe et al. 
1999) although those at the lower end of the DMM continuum (A1–2 and C 1–2) 
can func tion adequately and are considered to be ‘norm at ive’. Those using 
strategies at the higher end of the spec trum are likely to be, to varying extents, 
psycho lo gic ally, emotion ally and socially dysfunc tional.

Mentalisation, another concept closely connec ted with attach ment, also has a 
strong theor et ical, empir ical and clin ical basis and has come into prom in ence in 
the last twenty years. Mentalisation or reflect ive func tion ing is the capa city, 
developed in early child hood, to put oneself into our own emotional ‘shoes’ and 
the ‘shoes of others’ through a capa city to under stand our own psycho lo gical state 
and needs together with an ability to grasp the inten tional mental states of others 
allow ing the devel op ment of emotional soph ist ic a tion and stabil ity in rela tion-
ships. A failure to adequately develop this capa city in early child hood, or a regres-
sion to this state under emotional stress, results in a failure to accur ately under stand 
the mental states of other people (Lutyen and Fonagy in Holmes and Farnfield 
2014a). A state of failure to mental ise resembles Klein’s para noid- schiz oid posi-
tion (as discussed in this book) or a shift to the higher attach ment types delim ited 
in the DMM.

In Chapter 3 of the book I discuss how the inter n al ised object rela tion ships can 
be exter n al ised both in the trans fer ence in psycho ana lysis or on the stage in a 
psycho drama in which, as scene follows scene, the inter ac tions move back wards 
in time from events in the present to those in child hood or even infancy. From the 
Attachment Theory perspect ive, these thera peutic inter ac tions are a vivid concret-
isa tion of the original dyadic rela tion ships in which the attach ment strategies were 
first developed, subsequently allow ing an explor a tion of how they may still be 
impact ing on here- and-now adult rela tion ships.

Conclusions

This book describes (in terms of ORT) how the internal object world can be exter-
n al ised not only in rela tion ships in every day life but also in many work settings 
(for example social care and educa tion) as well as in the arena of the thera peutic 
encounter, be this on the psycho drama stage, the psycho ana lytic couch or in a 
group analytic setting.

Both Object Relations Theory and Attachment Theory focus on a process of 
psycho lo gical integ ra tion that occurs over time result ing (if achieved) in the capa-
city to relate to other people in a more reality- based, secure and trust ing manner. 
Both theor ies consider that a lack of such integ ra tion results in indi vidu als being 
troubled in their rela tion ships, some times with marked psycho path o logy.

Whilst the dramas discussed in this book (be they in every day life or in therapy) 
are considered from an ORT perspect ive such inter per sonal dramas can also be 
seen as an indi vidual using and demon strat ing their basic attach ment strategies in 
their every day lives (Baim and Morrison 2011, Baim 2014).
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I have for some years considered writing a new edition of this book adding in 
the reward ing theor ies. The public a tion of this Classic Edition now makes this 
unlikely. However, I would urge the reader to review all the clin ical mater ial that 
follows from the perspect ives of the concepts discussed above.

Additional refer ences

Ainsworth, M.D.S. (1969). Object rela tions, depend ency and attach ment: a theor et ical 
review of the infant- mother rela tion ship. Child Development 40, 969–1025.

Baim, C. and Morrison, T. (2011). Attachment-based Practice with Adults: Understanding 
Strategies and  Promoting Positive Change. Brighton: Pavillion Publishing.

Baim, C. (2014). Integrating Psychodrama with Attachment Theory: Implications for 
Practice in Paul Holmes, Mark Farrall and Kate Kirk (eds) Empowering Therapeutic 
Practice: Integrating Psychodrama into Other Therapies. London: Jessica Kingsley 
Publishers.

Bowlby, J. (1988). A Secure Base: Clinical Applications of Attachment Theory. London: 
Routledge.

Crittenden, P.M. (2008). Raising Parents. Attachment, Parenting and Child Safety. 
Cullompton, UK, and Portland, USA: Willan Publishing.

Farnfield, S. and Holmes, P. (2014) The Routledge Handbook of Attachment: Assessment. 
London and New York: Routledge.

Grotstein, J.S. and Rinsley D.B. (eds.) (1994). Fairbairn and the Origins of Object 
Relations. Free Association Books: London and The Guildford Press: New York.

Holmes, J. (1993). John Bowlby and Attachment Theory. London and New York: 
Routledge.

Holmes, P. (1993). The Inner World Outside: Object Relations Theory and Psychodrama. 
London and New York: Tavistock/Routledge.

Holmes, P. and Farnfield, S. (2014a). The Routledge Handbook of Attachment: Theory. 
London and New York: Routledge.

Holmes, P. and Farnfield, S. (2014b). The Routledge Handbook of Attachment: Implications 
and Interventions. London and New York: Routledge.

Howe, D., Brandon, M., Hinings, D., Schofield, G. (1999). Attachment Theory, Child 
Maltreatment and Family Support. London: Macmillan.



This page intentionally left blank



Chapter 1

Introduction
Psychodrama and psycho ana lytic  
theory

The group

George arrived late, out of breath and rather red in the face. The group was due 
to start in a couple of minutes. Thelma gave him a cup of coffee which he accep ted 
grate fully.

‘You’ll be late for your own funeral one day,’ said Joyce, adding, ‘but at least 
this week you’re on time for the start of the group.’

Maggie inter rup ted, ‘Oh leave him alone, he tries to get here on time.’
‘Well he might try harder. I don’t like it when people come after we’ve started.’
The rest of the group looked on. Tussles such as this were becom ing an all too 

regular start to the group sessions.
Paul, the group leader, came into the coffee room from his office where he’d 

been having an anim ated, and rather tense, argu ment, uncon nec ted with the 
psycho drama group, with Tom, a social work colleague.

Paul sugges ted that they move up to the ‘theatre’, the largest room in the 
Victorian house in which his clinic was based. Coffee cups were quickly drained 
and the group trailed up the stairs. Debby rushed to the lavat ory. She knew that it 
was going to be a long evening.

The group had been meeting every week for eight months. People had joined 
for various reasons. Joyce, an attract ive middle-aged woman, had become 
depressed after the collapse of yet another rela tion ship. As she got older she was 
having to come to terms with the reality of never becom ing a mother. Her family 
doctor had sugges ted therapy. Joan had heard about psycho drama through a 
friend. David, a success ful lawyer, had joined the group to work on prob lems 
related to diffi culties in close personal rela tion ships. Debby on the other hand 
joined to learn more about psycho drama. Her chil dren were growing up and 
leaving home and she wondered about becom ing a psycho dram at ist. All the 
members of the group hoped that their lives could be improved by joining the 
group, but not all were clear in what way.

The group was ‘semi-closed’, members agree ing to join for a contrac tual 
period of a term of twelve sessions. New members joined at the start of the term. 
Initially there were ten in the group, but Roy, an anxious unem ployed young man, 
had left after three sessions saying: ‘Psychodrama is not for me. It scares me.’ 
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Jane, a single parent, left after the first term because of diffi culties in finding baby 
sitters for her young chil dren. For a term the group had eight members, and at the 
start of the third term George had joined. He wanted to work on his diffi culties 
both at work and in his marriage. He made others in the group angry at times and 
his arrival had a marked effect on the group dynam ics.

The group sat around in the ‘theatre’, a comfort able room with many cush ions. 
The chairs had been removed before the session, but some of the toys that related 
to Paul’s work as a child psychi at rist remained. While they waited for Debby to 
finish in the lavat ory there was a rather subdued discus sion during which Thelma 
was asked how her week had been after her psycho drama in the last session. 
Debby arrived and Paul looked around the group.

He was aware of the rather quiet and reserved mood pervad ing the room. This 
fitted with his mood after the row with Tom. People were tired, the even ings were 
drawing in, and the weather outside was awful. The group lacked energy, no one 
was making it obvious that they needed to ‘work’. Paul himself felt tired and 
lacking in creativ ity (it had been a long week so far). He checked his impres sion 
that no one felt ready to become the evening’s prot ag on ist.

More energy was needed so Paul decided on a playful warm-up. He asked the 
group to think of a toy from their child hood and to start moving around the room 
being that toy. Thelma at once began to suck her thumb and look floppy, while 
Peter walked around moving his arms like the pistons of a toy train, hooting his 
horn every now and then, ‘Toot!’.

Debby was jumping around the room saying, ‘I’m Tigger! I’m Tigger!’
For a time neither David nor George would join in, stand ing together in a 

corner. Paul then asked the ‘toys’ to inter act at which point Tigger went over to 
the two men and began to push them gently. David then became a toy car, rushing 
round the room hooting, braking suddenly, and having near ‘acci dents’ with the 
other toys. George remained still and tense, but began slowly to rock on his heels. 
It became appar ent to Paul that he was now in the role of a toy. After a few 
minutes the whole group seemed more alive; there was laughter in the room  
as the toys inter ac ted and people’s imper son a tions became more relaxed and 
extra vag ant.

Paul said, ‘Let’s stop now.’
The group sat around in a circle.
‘Anyone like to tell us about their toy?’
Debby started: ‘Yes, I was Tigger from the Winnie the Pooh books. I was given 

him by my parents when I was about four. I’ve still got him, but he’s very tatty 
now.’

Thelma added: ‘I was a rag doll that I used to sleep with, I’ve no idea what 
happened to her. I think my mother threw her out when she became too dirty.’

One by one people said a little about their toys. Questions were asked:
‘Did you miss the doll?’ and answered:
‘Yes. I was much more careful of my chil dren’s toys.’
Even George, who was still tense and quiet, talked a little about his wooden toy 

soldier: ‘With his smart red tunic, he looked so proud and strong.’
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‘Well, does anyone wish to explore their toy and the memor ies it stirred up in you?’
No response. A psycho drama director’s night mare. A session and no one ready 

or willing to become a prot ag on ist.
Continued on page 14

(Note: To make it easier to read this account of a psycho drama session at one sitting, 
the number of the first page of the next chapter is given at the end of each section.)

The OUTER WORLD INSIDE and the INNER WORLD OUTSIDE

These words, the original but over-long title of this book, sum up the ideas I 
present in the follow ing chapters. The psycho ana lytic model of object rela tions 
theory is used to explain how the inner world of the indi vidual derives from  
exper i ence of the outer world, while an account of a single psycho drama session 
is used to demon strate how this inner world may be exter n al ised both in life  
and in psycho ther apy.

A PERSONAL INTRODUCTION

This book is the result of my attempt to under stand and to integ rate my exper i ence 
(as both patient and ther ap ist) of two appar ently very differ ent forms of psycho-
ther apy: psycho drama and psycho ana lytic psycho ther apy.

My first encounter with psycho ana lytic therapy occurred long before I trained 
as a psychi at rist or psycho ther ap ist. While an under gradu ate, I went to see the 
doctor in the student health service. He referred me to a psycho ana lytic group in 
an attempt to help me resolve certain person al ity conflicts and the result ing 
depres sion. My exper i ence of analytic groups and indi vidual psycho ana lysis 
contin ued (on and off) for the next fifteen years. And some things never changed!

I later trained as an analytic psycho ther ap ist, in part as a result of my own 
posit ive exper i ences of the thera peutic process. This is not an uncom mon route 
into the profes sion of psycho ther apy.

On the other hand, my first direct contact with psycho drama was almost acci-
dental, as is perhaps appro pri ate for a therapy which so values spon taneity. I was 
looking for some where to go for a week’s holiday when I saw a poster for a 
psycho drama course at the Holwell Centre in Devon, run by Marcia Karp (who 
subsequently became my trainer).

I remembered that some years previ ously I’d bought (by post) a copy of an 
early version of Adam Blatner’s first book Acting-In. (At that time it was a duplic-
ated docu ment published privately and entitled ‘Psychodrama, role playing and 
action methods’ [Blatner 1970].) I had found its contents inter est ing but I had 
done nothing more about psycho drama.

So it was with a degree of trep id a tion and excite ment that I went down to 
Holwell Centre, which is based in a farm house high on the moors of north Devon. 
It was there that I had my first taste of real psycho drama.
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The week was a revel a tion. I enjoyed the atmo sphere of the centre and  
the humour and warmth of the sessions. I liked psycho drama’s lack of interest  
in diagnosis and labelling, and its theat ric al ity reminded me of the years I  
had spent direct ing drama in the students’ union when I should have been  
doing research in my labor at ory on the func tions of the cereb ral cortex of  
rabbits. In fact, it was my enjoy ment of my theat rical activ it ies, with all the  
asso ci ated complex it ies of human rela tion ships, that had encour aged me, a few 
years previ ously, to leave the neuro physiology labor at ory and continue my 
medical studies.

I was trained first as an indi vidual psycho ana lytic psycho ther ap ist while  
I was also working as a psychi at rist at the Maudsley Hospital in London. I 
subsequently trained as a psycho dram at ist. These two forms of psycho ther apy 
appeared to me to exist in very differ ent philo soph ical, theor et ical, and  
prac tical camps and for several years I prac tised these methods of treat ment  
in isol a tion from each other. I think that I found it easier and more appro pri ate  
to follow the advice and instruc tions of my differ ent super visors and  
mentors.

Analytic psycho ther apy abhors certain actions, such as touch ing each other 
during a session or friend ships devel op ing between a patient and his ther ap ist. 
Such beha viour is called ‘acting out’ and is considered to be counter-productive 
to the thera peutic process (see Sandler et al. 1973).

As a young profes sional I valued the safety provided by the rules about the 
patient-therapist rela tion ship: rules and expect a tions which also fitted with my 
train ing as a doctor and psychi at rist. Psychoanalysis also offered me a well-
developed psycho logy of the mind and of emotional disturb ance whose clarity 
and logic appealed to my back ground in neuro physiology.

Psychodrama on the other hand is, by its very nature, dramatic. Action and 
move ment are encour aged. Indeed, a static psycho drama session, domin ated by 
talking, might be considered to be a failure. I enjoyed the excite ment of the drama. 
Relationships are allowed to grow between group members. I found this open ness 
very reward ing and support ive.

Perhaps it is no wonder that I tried to keep these two power ful ther apies separ ate 
in my clin ical prac tice.

I continued to see myself mainly as a psychiatrist and as an analytic 
psychotherapist. Psychodrama provided me with a forum for my personal 
development and therapy, although I also ran groups for adolescents in a hospital 
(Holmes 1984, 1987). In time, however, I decided to train as a psychodramatist 
with Marcia Karp and her husband Ken Sprague. Marcia followed the theories 
and practice of her trainers, J.L. Moreno and Zerka Moreno (with perhaps some 
additional influences from Carl Rogers).

At the Holwell Centre there was little talk of the theor ies of the psycho ana lysts. 
Indeed, J.L. Moreno had a deep-seated antag on ism to Sigmund Freud, his 
follow ers, and most of his theor ies, an atti tude that I initially felt was shared by 
many of Moreno’s students and train ees.

While I was a psycho dram at ist in train ing I developed an increas ing  
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convic tion about the tech niques and methods of psycho drama. However, I 
contin ued to have little real under stand ing or appre ci ation of the meta psy cho-
logical theor ies of Moreno. I was a psycho ana lytic ther ap ist who happened to run 
psycho drama groups.

In time I discovered how much of my psycho ana lytic train ing and know ledge I 
was using in my clin ical prac tice as a psycho drama director. I also found that I 
had made signi fic ant philo soph ical shifts towards a more human istic (and less 
medical) approach to my clin ical work. It was increas ingly neces sary there fore to 
develop my own integ ra tion of psycho drama and psycho ana lysis.

To my delight, and perhaps surprise, I found my train ers, colleagues, and 
friends in the psycho drama move ment most support ive. I now see myself as 
commit ted to the theor ies and clin ical prac tice of both thera peutic camps, and I 
still work, when oppor tun it ies present them selves, both as an indi vidual psycho-
ana lytic ther ap ist and as a psycho dram at ist.

This book is one consequence of my personal journey.

PS

The reader may be surprised to find a post script so near the start of a book. 
However, the very nature of psycho drama allows for the unex pec ted.

This book was written in Mexico during a period of my life when I was cut off 
from regular contact with British psycho drama. On my return to Britain, and after 
reading the final draft, I became aware once more that the theor ies I present 
explain only part of the rich ness of the psycho dra matic process.

The book reflects my rather concrete, and perhaps at times over-rational, 
approach to an under stand ing of the psyche. For example, the text only hints at the 
uses of symbol ism and myths in psycho drama and at the power ful aspects of the 
inter per sonal rela tion ships that are an under cur rent in any group. For me these are 
import ant aspects of the magic of psycho drama, which must not be ignored when 
the total ity of the process is considered.

FREUD AND MORENO: TWO VIENNESE PHYSICIANS

Both Freud and Moreno trained as doctors in Vienna. Freud became a neur o lo gist 
and initially published research in neuro path o logy. His creation, psycho ana lysis, 
has its roots in a biolo gical and organic view of human nature. There are those, 
however, who would claim that his appar ent scientific stance is the creation of his 
British trans lat ors.

Moreno’s creations, psycho drama and socio drama, belong to a very differ ent 
philo soph ical arena, that of the exist en tial schools of psycho ther apy and human 
rela tions (Moreno 1959:207–17).

He was influ enced by the philo sopher and theo lo gian Martin Buber’s view that, 
to avoid a sense of alien a tion, emphasis must be placed on the ‘I–Thou’ rela tion-
ship rather than the ‘I–It’ rela tion ship.
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Anything – a tree, for example, or the eyes of a cat – can belong in the ‘Thou’, 
just as anyone can be an ‘It’ for us. Something figures as ‘It’ when, for 
example, it is considered solely as an object of percep tion, possessed of prop-
er ties deemed to exist inde pend ently of ourselves. It is ‘Thou’ when it ‘has to 
do with me’, in a dual sense that I am essen tial to its being and it is to mine. 
A subject deprived of its object is deprived of its reality.

Existentialism (Cooper 1990:34)

The schools of psycho ther apy, each with an asso ci ated meta-psychology, 
created by Freud and Moreno, have very differ ent styles. Malcolm Pines, 
follow ing the ideas of Nietzsche, described how Freud can be seen as Apollonian 
and Moreno as Dionysian:

In Greek myth o logy Apollo is the God of distance, of space, of objectiv ity, of 
irony. Apollo shoots his arrow from afar. He symbol ises know ledge freed 
from bondage to the Will. Dionysias, Pan . . . brings from his Asiatic sources 
a super-abundance of creat ive energy with which to celeb rate life that leads 
to a desire for destruc tion in order to bring about change. . . . Thus the 
Apollonian seeks unity within a clas sical frame work. . . . At the other pole 
Dionysias is always surroun ded by a Bacchantic crowd, bring ing cath artic 
release from the oppres sion of indi vidu al ity.

‘Psychoanalysis, psycho drama and group psycho ther apy:  
step-children of Vienna’ (Pines 1987:16–17)

The integ ra tion of the Apollonian and Dionysian approaches to psycho ther apy 
described in this book does not take equally from both psycho thera peutic schools. 
The thera peutic tech niques used in the session were those of psycho drama, while 
the theor et ical under stand ing of the process was derived, on the whole, from object 
rela tions theory, a devel op ment of clas sical Freudian psycho ana lytic theory.

Let us for a moment consider psycho drama and object rela tions theory separ ately.

SO WHAT IS PSYCHODRAMA?

J.L. Moreno defined psycho drama as:

The science which explores the ‘truth’ by dramatic methods. It deals with 
inter per sonal rela tions and private worlds.

Who Shall Survive? (Moreno 1953:81)

Zerka Moreno (Moreno’s widow and the co-creator of modern psycho drama) 
describes psycho drama as the process in which you can explore life, taking risks 
without the fear of punish ment (personal commu nic a tion).

It is a form of group psycho ther apy in which action tech niques are used.  
Group members do not sit in a circle on chairs discuss ing life and its prob lems. 
Life is brought into the room and enacted using group members as the cast of  
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the drama. The process is rich, enliven ing, and fun. Solutions are found to prob-
lems using the creativ ity and spon taneity of the group.

The group leader (or ther ap ist) is called the ‘director’ because psycho drama is 
a dramatic form of therapy. It uses some of the conven tions and language of the 
theatre; the group is held in a ‘psycho drama theatre’. Within this theatre there is a 
stage, ideally with coloured lights that can be changed, dimmed, or turned off. 
The group becomes, at times, an audi ence, at other times members of the cast. 
Seating, which may often be just cush ions, is arranged in a relaxed and flex ible 
way. There are no formal props, just a selec tion of hard chairs, boxes, blankets, 
and anything else that comes to hand.

In the early 1920s, in Vienna, J.L. Moreno created his ‘Theatre of  
Spontaneity’ (Das Stegreiftheater). This was the fore run ner of psycho drama. 
His account of this project was published anonym ously in 1923 and later  
(under his name) in English (Moreno 1947). He designed a stage to meet the 
needs of this theatre. This stage was never built, and indeed legal battles over  
the author ship of the design resul ted in one of Moreno’s more flam boy ant  
public rows. Interesting accounts of this conflict can be found in René  
Marineau’s biography and Moreno’s own auto bi o graphy (Marineau 1989:82; 
Moreno 1989:77).

Moreno left Europe in 1925 to seek a new life in the United States. It was there 
in 1936 that he finally built a psycho drama stage in the theatre of his private 
hospital, the Beacon Hill Sanatorium, in New York State. This stage was less 
grand and more prac tical than that in the Viennese plans. However, some of the 
original features survived. The theatre was designed so that every one could be an 
equal parti cipant (a funda mental aspect of Moreno’s views of theatre and therapy) 
and the stage had differ ent levels which could be used to repres ent, among other 
things, differ ent stages of a prot ag on ist’s life, the judge on high in a court room, 
or heaven and hell.

My own psycho drama ‘theatres’ (or spaces) have always been more  
mundane, without the luxury of fixed, raised levels; indeed, some times  
I’ve worked in rooms full of the day-to-day furniture of an educa tional estab lish-
ment or the discarded food from a medical lunch. The group which is described  
in this book was held in my office in a child guid ance clinic in London. This  
room had its own char ac ter, which, while solid and Victorian, was almost never 
theat rical, except, that is, when used for psycho drama. Then its safe clin ical 
aspects would be trans formed by the magical process enacted within its four 
walls. It is wonder ful what can be created with chairs, wooden stools, and a desk. 
Heaven can be made and entered by stand ing on a filing cabinet. The magic of  
the creat ive process within the group can make the ‘theatre’ in which the drama 
occurs.

Psychodrama usually has no formal audi ence; any member of the  
group might become an active parti cipant in the drama, moving from being  
an observer to playing a crucial role for the prot ag on ist, or ‘chief person  
in a drama . . . prin cipal performer’ (Concise Oxford Dictionary 1990). 
Psychodrama is after all a form of group psycho ther apy, and does not allow for 
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passive observ ers. The emotional energy, the creativ ity, and the honesty of the 
drama should involve all who watch it.

This book does not aim to offer you much more by way of a descrip tion of clas-
sical psycho drama than the account that starts each chapter. This psycho drama 
session is ficti tious, a compil a tion of many exper i ences, and many groups. I did 
indeed run a psycho drama group in my office in London, but not with these 
people. All the events described have occurred in groups but the details have been 
shuffled. I hope that I alone remain recog nis able and that the result ing account 
rings true to the exper i enced psycho dram at ist.

I am aware that many, perhaps espe cially those with a train ing in analytic 
psycho ther apy, will raise ques tions about my under stand ing and inter pret a tion of 
events described in this book and their psycho lo gical signi fic ance. Such ques tions 
could be the start of a product ive dialogue between the schools of Freud and 
Moreno.

Excellent accounts of psycho drama have been provided by others (see 
‘Psychodrama bibli o graphy’ at the end of this book). Reading is, however, one 
thing, exper i ence another. Written descrip tions of psycho drama can never provide 
the full flavour of this power ful thera peutic tech nique. If, as someone new to 
psycho drama, you really wish to know more you will have to join a group and 
exper i ence the process.

AND WHAT IS OBJECT RELATIONS THEORY?

Object rela tions theory is a psycho logy of the mind developed by certain of 
Freud’s successors: in Britain by Melanie Klein, W.R.D. Fairbairn, D.W. 
Winnicott, Harry Guntrip, and John Bowlby (among others), and in the United 
States by psycho ana lysts such as Otto Kernberg.

Their theor ies are concerned with the consequences of an indi vidual’s rela tion-
ships with the external world on their internal psychic world. The psyche and the 
person al ity are seen as being, in part, a result of the rela tion ships made with 
people in the external world, which are remembered, or inter n al ised, as ‘object 
rela tion ships’ in the mind. In this respect, child hood is considered to be the most 
form at ive period of a person’s life, although internal object rela tion ships can be 
changed in adult life by, say, psycho ther apy or other power ful life exper i ences.

The term ‘object’ is taken in this theory to refer both to people, or parts of 
people, in the external world and to the internal psychic ‘objects’ or repres ent a-
tions in the mind that result from these rela tion ships.

This book describes the ways in which these object rela tion ships are  
explored using the thera peutic tech niques of psycho drama. In the warm-up to  
the psycho drama we have already met, indir ectly, two internal objects of  
members of the group: George’s father (who gave him the toy soldier) and 
Thelma’s mother (who threw away her rag doll). These objects, or mental  
repres ent a tions of the other person, exist in the mind in rela tion ship with  
aspects of the indi vidual’s self-representation. Access to (or memory of) these 
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object rela tion ships in the thera peutic setting was gained through the symbol ism 
asso ci ated with the memor ies of the toys.

In this book I present a model of the inner world which draws upon the theor-
et ical devel op ments of various psycho ana lysts, while not follow ing any one 
exclus ively. Indeed, there is a continu ing debate between theor ists on these issues 
which has not always resul ted in clarity. The psycho ana lysts Joseph Sandler and 
Anne-Marie Sandler, in a paper ‘On the devel op ment of object rela tion ships and 
affects’, state that:

The topic is not an easy one to discuss because the psycho ana lytic theory of 
object rela tion ships is far from satis fact ory, and our theory of affect is, at 
best, in a state of healthy and construct ive chaos.

(Sandler and Sandler 1978:285)

J.L. MORENO AND PSYCHOANALYTIC THEORY

The focus of this book is on the applic a tions of psycho ana lytic theor ies to the 
thera peutic tech niques of psycho drama. It might, however, be useful to consider 
Moreno’s posi tion further, as his atti tude to psycho ana lysis has had a profound 
effect on the devel op ment of psycho drama. Moreover, import ant aspects of his 
philo sophy remain crucial to my prac tice as a psycho dram at ist.

Moreno’s antag on ism to Freud, which clearly had both a philo soph ical and a 
personal basis, preven ted him from using the signi fic ant devel op ments in psycho-
ana lytic theory that were provided by Freud’s successors. These atti tudes have 
tended to continue among some psycho dram at ists, espe cially in English-speaking 
coun tries, delay ing the bene fits that psycho ana lytic theor ies might bring to 
psycho drama (see Blatner and Blatner 1988). However, psycho dram at ists in 
France, Brazil, Argentina, Mexico, and several other coun tries have long worked 
on a creat ive integ ra tion of Freud and Moreno.

It is also possible that many more psycho ana lytic ther ap ists might have exper-
i enced the thera peutic power and excite ment of psycho drama had Moreno been a 
less diffi cult (although charis matic) indi vidual. The style of Moreno’s published 
works has not helped either. His books tend to be rambling, disor gan ised, and at 
times rather naive, prob lems that have no doubt put off many poten tial readers 
from other thera peutic schools.

In his auto bi o graphy Moreno was very direct about one of his prob lems with 
Freud. He wrote:

I real ized later that my quarrel was not . . . with Freud’s psycho ana lytic 
system. My quarrel was with [his] beha viour as thera peutic ‘actor’. I did not 
think that a great healer or ther ap ist would look and act the way . . . Freud 
did. I visu al ized the healer as a spon tan eous, creat ive, prot ag on ist in the midst 
of the group.

‘Autobiography’ (Moreno 1989:62)
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Moreno believed in the reci pro city of the encounter between healer and healed, 
a rela tion ship that should be full of poten tial creativ ity and spon taneity. He 
disliked the clas sical medical model followed by Freud in which the doctor placed 
his patient

on a couch in a passive, reclin ing posi tion; the analyst placed himself [at the] 
back of the patient so as not to be seen and to avoid inter ac tion. . . . The 
patient reports what is going through his mind. The trans fer ence of the patient 
upon the analyst was not permit ted to extend and become a real, two way 
encounter . . . by this life itself was banned from the chamber, and the treat-
ment process became a form of shad ow box ing.

The Psychodrama of Sigmund Freud (Moreno 1967:11)

Moreno was inter ested in the ‘encoun ters’ that occur between indi vidu als. I doubt 
that he would have toler ated the use of the word object to describe real people. I 
certainly have great reser va tions about the term. How could anyone describe my 
mother or father as objects? There is, however, some logic in the word’s use and 
I will continue to use it in this book.

Moreno described more of his objec tions to the analytic system of Freud. He 
wrote:

The psycho ana lytic system has in common with other analytic systems which 
followed in its steps, the tend ency to asso ci ate the origins of life with calam ity. 
The key concept of the Freudian system is the libido, but Freud instead of 
asso ci at ing sex with spon taneity asso ci ated it with anxiety, insec ur ity, abre-
ac tion, frus tra tions and substi tu tion. His system shows strong inclin a tions 
towards the negat ive. . . . It was not the sexual actor and his warm up towards 
orgasm, it was not sexual inter course and the inter ac tion of two in its posit ive 
unfold ment, but rather the miscar riage of sex, its devi ations and displace-
ments, its patho logy rather than its normal ity, to which he gave atten tion.

(Moreno 1967:9)

This quote comes from Moreno’s account of another of his famous confront a-
tions, this time in 1931 with the American Freudian psycho ana lyst Dr A. Brill. 
Moreno objec ted to Brill’s use of psycho ana lytic theory to analyse a dead man, 
Abraham Lincoln, who could not of course respond to his ‘analyst’.

Moreno preferred to look to people’s strengths, to help them discover their own 
ways to ease prob lems through processes that increased spon taneity. He was also 
concerned about what he saw as Freud’s rigid determ in ism. He quoted from 
Freud’s The Psychopathology of Everyday Life:

There is nothing arbit rary or undeter mined in the psychic life.
[and]
From our analysis we need not contest the right of feeling the convic tion that 
there is a free will. If we distin guish conscious from uncon scious motiv a tion, 
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we are then informed by the feeling of convic tion that the conscious motiv a-
tion does not extend over all our motor resol u tions. . . . What is thus left free 
from one side receives its motive from the other side, from the uncon scious, 
and the determ in ism in the psychic realm is thus carried out unin ter rup ted.

(Freud 1901, quoted by Moreno 1946, 1977:102)

Moreno did not like this belief in prede ter min a tion in which the forces that control 
human inter ac tions are conceived of as coming from either a genetic inher it ance 
or (more power fully) child hood.

The desire to find determ in ants for every exper i ence and for these determ in-
ants further determ in ants further back, and for these determ in ants still more 
remote ones and so forth, leads to an endless pursuit after causes. They deprive 
the present moment in which the exper i ence has its locus of all reality.

Psychodrama Volume 1 (Moreno 1946, 1977:102)

He preferred to consider the indi vidual’s capa city for spon taneity, which occurred 
through the pres ence of what he termed the ‘s-factor’, a force in man which does 
not follow the laws of the conser va tion of energy, unlike Freud’s concept of  
the libido which belongs to the worlds of physics, chem istry, and medi cine. 
Spontaneity is considered further in Chapter 6. Psychoanalytic theory and clin ical 
prac tice have matured and developed over the years, and it must be stressed that 
Moreno’s attacks were direc ted at his percep tions of the early clas sical tech niques 
and theor ies of Freud and his follow ers.

The meeting of Jacob Levy Moreno and  
Sigmund Freud

Moreno’s descrip tion of his one brief meeting with Freud, when he was in his 
early 20s and Freud was 56, provides more inform a tion about the histor ical back-
ground to the differ ences between psycho drama and psycho ana lysis. The encounter 
occurred after one of the much older man’s lectures on the analysis of a tele pathic 
dream. Moreno repor ted that Freud asked the young Moreno what he was doing:

Well, Dr Freud, I start where you leave off. You meet people in the arti fi cial 
setting of your office. I meet them on the streets and in their homes, in their 
natural surround ings. You analyze their dreams. I give them the courage to 
dream again. You analyze and tear them apart. I let them act out their 
conflict ing roles and help them to put the parts together again.

(Moreno 1989:61)

Moreno admit ted that he hoped to win over the famous older man to his ideas, 
although Freud had no hope (should he have wished to) of influ en cing the 
impetu ous young Moreno for:
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Except for my biolo gical ‘sonhood’, I was never able to be a ‘son’ to anyone. 
In my early life, I tried and succeeded in becom ing a ‘father’ very early. 
Although youth ful, I was just as unyield ing as Freud. We were both ‘fathers’, 
rulers – in my case, in expect ancy. It was as if the unknown chief tain of an 
African tribe met the king of England. Just the same, it was one father against 
another. At the time Freud’s kingdom was larger than mine, but we were both 
on the same planet.

(Moreno 1989:62)

It is inter est ing to note that there is no entry for Moreno, Buber, or psycho-
drama in the index to the full stand ard twenty-three-volume edition of Freud’s 
works.

PSYCHODRAMA AND OBJECT RELATIONS THEORY

Antony Williams, in his book on stra tegic psycho drama The Passionate Technique, 
sugges ted that Moreno, although he never denied the import ance of the past or of 
the uncon scious, was more inter ested, in his attempts to under stand and resolve 
prob lems in rela tion ships, in the here-and-now (or hori zontal) encoun ters between 
two people than in their long past child hood exper i ences (Williams 1989).

Figure 1.1 
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On the other hand, accord ing to Williams, Zerka Moreno favours what he  
calls the ‘vertical’ approach. This concen trates on past and primal exper i ences 
and could be described as regress ive in that it looks back wards to life events  
in child hood in an attempt to explain prob lems in the present. In this respect  
Zerka Moreno has much in common with the psycho ana lysts and their interests in 
the past.

As a psycho ther ap ist and a psycho dram at ist I am inter ested in how inner 
objects, laid down as part of the psyche in child hood, influ ence (and at times 
control) a person’s life. This is not to say that I (or Zerka Moreno or psycho-
analysts) see all prob lems as having their origins in the past, a point that I shall 
return to in Chapter 2.

Object rela tions theory provides a meta-psychology that explains how early 
(child hood) exper i ences and rela tion ships affect rela tion ships in the present: two 
hori zontal (there-and-then and here-and-now) systems linked by the inner world 
created by the vertical psycho lo gical system of the indi vidual. See Figure 1.1 on 
the previ ous page.

Many psycho drama sessions move from scenes from the present to dramas in 
child hood. This ability to integ rate the encounter (hori zontal) and the regress ive 
(vertical) views of psychic func tion is one of the thera peutic strengths of the tech-
nique of psycho drama.

The chapters that follow will demon strate how I use my under stand ing of object 
rela tions theory to facil it ate my thera peutic work as a psycho dram at ist. While I do 
not consider it a ‘weak and idle theme’, I do ask that you

Gentles, do not repre hend;
If you pardon, we will mend.
And, as I’m an honest Puck,
If we have unearned luck
Now to ’scape the serpent’s tongue,
We will make amends ere long.

William Shakespeare
A Midsummer-Night’s Dream, V. i. 436–41



Chapter 2

The director’s assess ment
Systems within systems

The group

The group needed a prot ag on ist for this evening’s session. Paul asked himself if 
he should mention some of the group dynam ics that were so obvious in the coffee 
room. But this could lead to a ‘group-centred’ rather than a ‘protagonist-centred’ 
session. Paul’s style was to work with prot ag on ists unless group dynam ics became 
so florid that they could not be ignored. He felt no need to address group issues 
directly this evening. A further warm-up exer cise seemed called for.

‘What about a guided phant asy?’
The group seemed pleased with the sugges tion. They liked this warm-up. Paul felt 

relieved. The group were still with him, more alive than at the start of the evening.
‘Well, make yourselves comfort able.’
The group settled down on the cush ions and closed their eyes.
‘You’re walking down a country lane, there are trees on either side of you. 

What can you see over the hedges?’
The phant asy encour aged group members to create their own world in the 

mind.
‘What’s the weather like? Hot or cold? Wet or dry?’
Paul contin ued to lead his group along the byways of the imagin a tion.
‘You have now reached a fork in the road. Spend some time looking down each 

possible way forward. Down one path you see a group of famil iar houses from 
your past. What do you see down the other path?’

People were encour aged, within the safety of the guided phant asy, to recall 
places. On going into a house they were told that they would find a pile of objects 
from their life – past and present.

‘Choose an object. Pick it up. This is psycho drama. You can pick up the largest 
things.’

The phant asy contin ued with each person being asked to bring back to the 
group one object from the house.

‘You’re now back in the group room.’
Slowly they opened their eyes and looked around.
‘Get into threes and talk about your objects.’
The group were used to this and quickly formed small groups to talk and ask 
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ques tions. After a few minutes Paul brought the group together and inform a tion 
was shared about the objects. Some people had a sense of satis fac tion, some 
talked in a rather dry way about their guided phant asy and object. George was 
very worked up.

‘I remem ber that toy soldier so well, my father gave him to me on one of his 
rare visits.’

The group knew that George’s parents were divorced. His shoulders slumped 
and he started to cry. Paul asked him.

‘Are you ready to do some work this evening?’
‘Yes.’
Paul looked around the group. There seemed to be general agree ment that 

George was ready to be the prot ag on ist.
‘Does anyone else wish to work this evening?’
No one seemed ready, every one appeared to support George.
‘Well then, let’s start.’
Paul and George moved away from the group which settled itself at one end of 

the room.
‘For some reason the soldier reminded me of the troubles I’ve been having with 

my boss, Fred, at work. I used to get on well with him, but lately we seem to 
disagree about everything. He’s the head of our unit and spends much of his time 
out working on commit tees. I know how import ant they are. The govern ment 
doesn’t like our sort of unit and we might lose our funding. Then I’d be out of a 
job but I feel he should be putting more work into the unit. I some times feel that 
he uses these prob lems as a way of avoid ing our clients.’

As George talked it was obvious that he was very warmed up to the issues but 
Paul felt he needed to know more.

‘How upset are you getting?’
‘Well I’ve not been sleep ing at all well; in fact, I’ve been waking early every 

morning for the last few weeks.’
Paul was worried that George might have been depressed.
‘How’s your appet ite been?’
‘Not that good, but Maria [George’s wife] is not being very sympath etic. She 

says I never listen to her and spend too long at work. She says that I should under-
stand Fred’s posi tion. It’s all right for her, she’s got a safe job. She talks to my 
mother about my moods, I don’t like that. My mother says I’m just like my dad, 
moody, angry, and diffi cult. She says it runs in the family genes!’

‘Hold on, George. You’ve told us a great deal just now. Things are clearly very 
diffi cult for you at present. But what would you like to start with this evening?’

‘Well, I suppose my diffi culties with Fred. He got me really uptight this 
after noon. That’s why I was almost late for the group.’

‘OK. This is psycho drama, so let’s look at what occurred at work today. Don’t 
tell us; show us what happened.’

The initial dialogue between prot ag on ist and director was over. A contract to 
work on a problem had been set (‘troubles with the boss at work’), addi tional 
inform a tion had been given (rows with his wife, hints of prob lems with his 



16 The inner world outside

parents), and George had said some thing about his mental state (poor sleep, loss 
of appet ite and weight). Paul had much to think about. He was already forming 
some tent at ive ideas about George’s situ ation. But this was psycho drama. Further 
explor a tion must occur on the stage, through the drama.

‘Should we start with you meeting with Fred this after noon?’
‘Yes.’
Paul knew that he would ask a member of the group to play Fred; to become an 

auxil i ary ego in George’s psycho drama. However, first he needed to help George 
enter the scene in his mind. The drama needed a phys ical setting.

‘Then set up the room!’
Continued on page 30.

THE DIRECTOR’S DILEMMA

Paul’s aim that evening was to find one indi vidual whose prob lems could be 
explored and helped using the thera peutic tech niques developed by J.L. Moreno. 
George was chosen by the group to be the prot ag on ist.

But how is the director to under stand the prob lems presen ted to him in a 
session? George, like many prot ag on ists, was anxious, and he had poured out to 
the group a wide range of prob lems in his life: he had diffi culties in his inter per-
sonal rela tion ships, he was not getting on at all well with his boss, Fred, and they 
were often at logger heads. He added that he had rows with his wife at home.

He also had prac tical prob lems: his social work unit was under pres sure from 
its parent organ isa tion who were having trouble with funding from central govern-
ment. He also mentioned other things about his life: he was not sleep ing very well 
and felt tense and miser able at times.

What should the director do?

In the initial stages of a psycho drama the director may be flooded with his prot ag-
on ist’s prob lems. Many ques tions passed through this director’s mind.

Is the problem really Fred? If so, how can the situ ation be assisted in George’s 
psycho drama?

Perhaps someone should be provid ing consulta tion and help to the social work 
team?

Is the prot ag on ist hinting at serious marital trouble? Should he really be having 
marital therapy?

How big a role does govern ment policy and the threat of the loss of his job have 
on George’s state of mind?

How depressed is the prot ag on ist? Should he see his general prac ti tioner or 
even a psychi at rist? What’s the link between George’s moods and those of his 
father? Is the link genetic?

What’s this all about? What’s the asso ci ation between the toy soldier and
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Fred? Is there a link with his father?
How am I going to manage this session? Where should we start?

In a prac tical sense Paul’s options were limited. He was direct ing a clas sical, 
protagonist-centred psycho drama group (Holmes in Holmes and Karp 1991) and 
his prot ag on ist had decided to start the drama with a scene involving his boss.

Paul guessed that by start ing to explore George’s prob lems in a scene with Fred 
the drama would move back in time during the session to his prot ag on ist’s rela-
tion ship with his father. After all, it was George’s memor ies of his father in the 
warm-up which led to his becom ing the prot ag on ist. The assump tion that Paul 
made was one common to many psycho ther ap ists since Freud: that the diffi culties 
of patients are related to processes in the inner world and the uncon scious, and 
that the prob lems have their roots in child hood.

However, a psycho dram at ist, like any psycho ther ap ist, has wider respons ib il-
it ies. The other possible causes of the prot ag on ist’s prob lems must at least be 
considered and perhaps discussed. The psycho drama group was not the only 
possible inter ven tion that might have helped George with his diffi culties, after all, 
it would not directly affect the situ ations at work or at home.

That is not to say that the tech niques of psycho drama could not be useful, for 
they can be applied to face to face encoun ters in family or marital therapy sessions, 
and to consulta tions to profes sional teams (Williams 1989, Zerka Moreno in 
Holmes and Karp 1991, Holmes 1992).

The director must also make an assess ment of the prot ag on ist’s mental health. 
All psycho ther ap ists should have some know ledge of psychi at ric condi tions, such 
as severe depres sion (see Karp 1991) and psychosis, and inform a tion about where 
further help, often medical, may be obtained.

These issues and possib il it ies should not be forgot ten by the psycho drama director 
as he assesses and decides (often with the group’s help) who should become the 
prot ag on ist. A very disturbed indi vidual may need help from a psychi at rist before he 
or she is ready to become the prot ag on ist in the group, while some times it might be 
appro pri ate to suggest that a group member also seeks marital or family therapy.

Professional assess ments

Paul might have respon ded thus to his inner voices:

We cannot under take family therapy tonight as I’ve got only George in the 
group. I’m not a politi cian or a social worker, nor am I George’s doctor. I’m 
a psycho dram at ist. Let’s get on with what I’m offered in the session. Let’s 
begin to explore George’s inner world and discover more about his rela tion-
ship with his father. I assume that it’s this that is causing him trouble with his 
boss who is clearly a father figure. Let’s forget all these other issues and get 
on with the psycho drama.

If Paul had made this decision he would not have been facing all the 
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implic a tions of his ques tions about George’s predic a ment. Such avoid ance of an 
overall assess ment of a patient’s or client’s needs may put them at risk, as serious 
prob lems, outside the remit of psycho drama, might be missed.

This sort of beha viour is also the source of constant debate, and indeed fric tion, 
between workers involved in the provi sion of mental health care:

The psychi at rist, a doctor, believes that the lay psycho ther ap ist ignores the 
signs of organic depres sion which can be helped (or even cured) by drugs.

The psycho ther ap ist or psycho dram at ist ‘knows’ that the doctors never have 
enough time really to talk to their patients.

The social worker might focus on the marital tensions feeling that medic a tion 
only hides the real prob lems.

And the polit ical activ ist is convinced that only social or polit ical inter ven tions 
can really resolve the prob lems of the world, believ ing that therapy only ‘papers 
over the cracks’.

These appar ently dispar ate views can, and indeed must, be recon ciled if a fuller 
under stand ing of a prot ag on ist’s dilem mas is to be reached. Only with a more 
complex and soph ist ic ated assess ment can the director know how to handle the 
psycho drama and be certain that the prot ag on ist requires no addi tional help outside 
the group. How, then, is the psycho ther ap ist to make sense of all this inform a tion?

I suggest that a recon cili ation of these conflict ing views of mental distress is 
possible if the systemic rela tion ships between the differ ent models are considered.

SYSTEMS

The Concise Oxford Dictionary (1990) defines a system as:

A complex whole: a set of connec ted things or parts; an organ ized body of 
mater ial or imma ter ial things.

Theories have been developed to describe the work ings of systems in both the 
phys ical and social sciences (von Bertalanffy 1968). A basic tenet of a general 
systems theory may be given as the belief that:

The whole is qual it at ively differ ent from a group of parts because the prop er-
ties of the whole derive from the prop er ties of the rela tion ships between the 
parts inter act ing. The parts mutu ally define each other.

(Gorell Barnes 1984)

Thus, in a system ‘the whole is greater than the sum of the parts’. For example, 
there can be no doubt that a whole, working wrist-watch (which is a system) is 
greater than exactly the same collec tion of parts after a bus has run over them. 
Then it is just a mess. Likewise, a psycho drama group or a family group (both 
systems) are differ ent and greater than a mere collec tion of indi vidu als.

Every part of a system has an effect on all other parts. In systems causes and 
effects are circu lar (A affects B and C, B affects C and A, C affects A and B) 
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rather than linear (A affects B which affects C and so on). These rela tion ships  
are illus trated in Figure 2.1.

The parts of a system must inter re late with inform a tion passing between the 
parts linking them into a func tion ing whole. The links in the nervous system are 
the nerve impulses and neur o trans mit ters and in social systems, the human inter-
ac tions (elab or ate exchanges in many modal it ies) between people in, say, a 
marriage or office. This process of commu nic a tion requires the energy neces sary 
for the system’s survival.

In a psycho ther apy group commu nic a tion may be conscious, whether verbal or 
non-verbal inter ac tions (e.g. body language, facial expres sions). It may also 
involve uncon scious processes. These include those described as tele (by Moreno) 
and trans fer ence (by Freud). Communication may also involve more overtly 
organic processes such as smells and pher omones (the chem ic als which play a 
part in sexual attrac tion) (Stoddart 1990).

Systems can be ‘closed’ in that there is no contact with other systems. In time, 
in such systems, the energy required to main tain the order and commu nic a tion 
between the parts will run out. The system will then cease to be ‘greater than the 
sum of the parts’. A radio with a flat battery is in such a state.

Systems can also be ‘open’ in that they relate to other systems across their 
bound ar ies, energy and inform a tion constantly flowing in and out. The human 
body and a psycho drama group are examples of ‘open’ systems.

SYSTEMS WITHIN SYSTEMS: WHEELS  
WITHIN WHEELS

Family ther ap ists have been very active in using the concepts of general systems 
theory. Indeed, in the field of mental health care, any other approach, such as indi-
vidual psycho ther apy, may well be labelled by some prac ti tion ers as ‘non-systemic’.

However, most aspects of an indi vidual’s exist ence and prob lems can be 
concep tu al ised in systemic terms. In addi tion to the obvious organic systems  
of the body, systems theory has been applied to the under stand ing of 

Figure 2.1 
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psycho ana lytic groups (Ashbach and Schermer 1987) and organ isa tions (De 
Board 1978). I have applied it to the complex processes involved in the assess-
ment of disturbed adoles cents (Holmes 1989b).

George was part of many systems: his nervous system, his family, his marriage, his 
office, and the polit ical world in which he lived. Each of these systems can be under-
stood and perhaps ‘changed’ or ‘treated’ on its own without refer ence to the other 
systems. However, I suggest that all the systems relev ant to George have a complex 
rela tion ship with each other which could be conceived of as being hier arch ical.

At the top would be that system that involves the largest number of people: this 
might be called the inter na tional polit ical nexus involving all the people on this 
earth. At the other extreme would be the system of the tiniest parts of any indi-
vidual, the atomic struc ture. This hier archy is shown in Figure 2.2.

An analysis of systems in general and of  
George’s systems in partic u lar

An analysis of any indi vidual’s situ ation should take account of all these highly 
complex inter lock ing systems for it is not only those appar ently nearest to the 
indi vidual (the inner world, the family, work) which will exert effects on his 
day-to-day life.

Let us consider George’s situ ation in the light of the systems of which he is 
part. His diffi culties were complex and it was clear that his prob lems might be 
concep tu al ised as exist ing in several of his constitu ent systems.

Figure 2.2 
Source: adapted from Holmes (1989b).
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The inner world: organic–somatic systems

A reduc tion ist under stand ing of the hier archy would see everything as being 
controlled by the basic or funda mental molecu lar and atomic systems. These  
then influ ence the more complex systems of genes, hormones, enzymes which  
in turn together form the body’s higher phys ical systems (such as the nervous, 
endo crine, and cardi ovas cu lar systems) which together produce the complete 
working body.

Systems theory can be used to describe these inter ac tions. Nerve cells lock 
together in highly complex networks, inform a tion from one cell, trans ferred by 
electro-chemical impulses and neur o trans mit ters, influ en cing many other cells 
(Katz 1966). Indeed, the output of a cell, via feed back loops, may have an  
influ ence on the activ ity of the very cell produ cing the initial impulse.

The nervous system inter acts with other bodily systems in which inform a tion is 
trans ferred by other means (e.g. hormones or the level of sugar in the blood). It 
seems certain that many aspects of the indi vidual’s psycho lo gical state are influ-
enced or controlled by these organic systems. To give a simple example: we feel 
tired and irrit able when the level of sugar in the blood falls; eating a nice sweet 
cake will not only raise our blood sugar, it may also improve our mood and cheer 
us up.

Conversely, psycho lo gical factors can clearly alter the body’s phys ical  
func tions; for example, when we are in emotional states of fear or excite ment our 
pulse rate and blood pres sure may well increase. Medication, given to alter 
psycho lo gical states such as depres sion, works on the organic or phys ical systems 
of the body, alter ing the trans fer of inform a tion around the nervous system by 
chan ging levels of the neur o trans mit ters which convey inform a tion (nerve 
impulses) from nerve cell to nerve cell (see, for example, Hippias et al. 1986).

These organic, somatic systems are, as Freud suspec ted, now known to be the 
bedrock of human psycho lo gical func tion ing and are integ rated with the psycho-
lo gical systems of the mind (see Kernberg 1976 for a psycho ana lytic account of 
this topic, or Buck 1988 for details of the psycho physiology). While they influ-
ence the mind, these organic systems are them selves influ enced by psycho lo gical 
and indeed social events.

George was showing one of the clas sical symp toms of organic (biolo gical) 
depres sion: poor sleep with early morning waking. This problem is often asso ci-
ated with other symp toms such as weight and appet ite loss, tear ful ness, loss of 
sexual drive, and suicidal thoughts (or at worst, attempts). Some psychi at rists 
believe that such depres sion is mainly organic in origin; certainly such moods 
tend to run in famil ies and there is now good evid ence for the involve ment of 
genetic factors (Forrest et al. 1978).

These biolo gical symp toms can also result from social or psycho lo gical  
pres sures. However, even in these circum stances, an organic remedy, such as 
anti de press ant medic a tion, can be invalu able and indeed at times life saving.

So should George have seen a doctor? Would he have benefited from  
anti de press ants?
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No easy answers can be given; the psycho drama director had to use his clin ical 
exper i ence and judge ment. I believe, however, that, even if medic a tion was even-
tu ally prescribed by a doctor, inter per sonal therapy (such as psycho drama) would 
also have been neces sary. I’ve seen too many distressed people just given drugs 
and no time to talk. Pills are not magic solu tions.

This evening George had come to the group. He was ready for his psycho drama 
and the group was support ive. Paul saw no reason not to provide George with 
psycho dra matic therapy or to suggest he went to see his doctor. Had George been 
more distressed and depressed, a combined approach (psycho drama plus medic a-
tion from a doctor) might have been appro pri ate.

The inner world: psycho lo gical systems

Without the organic nervous system there can be no mind. This was clearly 
Freud’s posi tion. It is in the brain that the complex psycho lo gical struc tures of the 
mind exist. These too form systems with the parts in dynamic rela tion ship with 
each other.

The rules for intra psychic inter ac tion and the methods by which inform a tion is 
trans mit ted are very differ ent from those in the organic nervous system. The 
means avail able for scientific invest ig a tion are differ ent too, for the human psyche 
cannot be put in a test tube or on a slide in a micro scope. Indeed, Freud’s internal 
psychic system, or those described by object rela tions theory, are no more than 
meta phors devised in an attempt to describe the work ings of the human mind.

Freud, in his topo graphic model of the mind (Freud 1923), described the indi-
vidual’s inner psychic world as consist ing of parts (ego, id, and super-ego) in 
dynamic rela tion ship with each other and with the outside world. My adapt a tion 
of Freud’s revised diagram of this model is illus trated in Figure 2.3.

Figure 2.3 
Source: adapted from Freud (1923).

unconscious

preconscious

conscious



The director’s assess ment: systems within systems 23

There are no phys ical coun ter parts to the psycho lo gical concepts described  
by Freud, although it now seems likely that the func tions of the id with its  
drives and instincts, which Freud believed to be consti tu tional and inher ited 
(Freud 1915), can be asso ci ated with those parts of the brain below the cortex, 
perhaps espe cially the hypo thal amus (Kernberg 1976; Buck 1988).

Progress in neuro physiology, endo crino logy, and anatomy in the last  
hundred years has told us much about the work ings of the brain linking the  
organic and psycho lo gical systems; however, many of the basic enigmas  
remain. Some of this progress is described in the book Neuronal Man 
(Changeux 1985).

George had a father who was an absent figure in his child hood. This  
became clear in the early stages of this psycho drama. He also had recur rent  
diffi culties with ‘father figures’ at work. It seemed that he tended to act out his 
inner world in every day life, causing distress and prob lems both to himself and  
to others.

Such dynam ics are the stuff of psycho drama. Subsequent chapters will describe 
how George was given help in the group.

The outer world: the family

Most people are members of famil ies; inter act ing nexus of biolo gic ally or legally 
related indi vidu als capable of success ful func tion or of dysfunc tion and  
patho logy. The indi vidual (with his or her own internal phys ical and psycho lo-
gical systems) influ ences the family; the family influ ences the indi vidual.

In systems theory the ques tion ‘Is it marital dishar mony that produces delin-
quent teen agers or diffi cult adoles cents who stim u late rows between their 
parents?’ is irrel ev ant. Change in one part (or member) of the family system inev-
it ably produces changes, to a greater or lesser extent, in all the other parts (or 
indi vidu als). While the person who demon strates the greatest change may become 
the ‘patient’, for the systemic family ther ap ist the prob lems lie within the dysfunc-
tional family and not in the indi vidual.

Treatment may be provided for the family and its ‘patients’ using various  
thera peutic tech niques (for reviews see, for example, Watzlawick 1974;  
Skynner 1976; Gorell Barnes 1984).

Therapy with George’s family of origin would have been diffi cult as he was 
adult. His day-to-day family now consisted of his wife, Maria. Hints were  
given during the warm-up of tensions in his marriage. These might be eased as a 
result of the work George did on his own diffi culties in the group. However, 
therapy for the marital system might also have been useful. Perhaps this  
possib il ity might have been mentioned to George if he had contin ued to talk  
about prob lems at home.
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Social systems

Moving further up the hier archy, the members of the family relate to the wider 
systems: to the exten ded family, the local community, and, for a child, the school 
system.

Offices and social services depart ments are highly complex insti tu tions 
consist ing of many separ ate parts (social workers, secret ar ies, managers, clients, 
etc.) all of whom exist in dynamic inter ac tion with each other. Such systems can 
be under stood using the same theor et ical models applied to nerve cells or famil ies. 
Changes in one ‘part’, say the office secret ary or a demand ing, disturbed client, 
will have power ful influ ences on the whole social services office and on its wider 
network (see De Board 1978).

Poor George had major prob lems in his social work office. Intervention in  
this system could involve a consulta tion with the staff team. Such help might 
reduce staff tensions and help them cope better with the pres sures on them  
from both clients and politi cians (see, for examples, Holmes 1989a; Williams 
1991).

George was a part of another system in the community: the psycho drama group. 
Paul noted before the session started that there were issues and tensions devel-
op ing between members of his group. George’s late arrival annoyed Joyce who 
began to nag him.

Should these prob lems have increased, Paul might have decided to focus on 
these issues. S.H. Foulkes and W.R. Bion provided psycho ana lytic models for the 
under stand ing of group dynam ics which are discussed in Chapter 11.

This evening Paul decided to focus on his prot ag on ist, believ ing that the issues 
of the group would resolve them selves. As the personal intra psychic system of 
one member of the group changed, shifts would have to occur in the group system 
as well.

Political systems

The indi vidual also exists in the local paro chial systems (involving educa tion 
commit tees, school managers, town coun cils) which exert a power ful influ ence on 
their popu la tion. These systems must them selves be under stood in the wider 
context of national govern ment and polit ics which are the product of complex 
histor ical factors such as the class struggle, past imper i al ism and its modern 
consequences, and changes in economic rela tion ships between indi vidu als and 
between coun tries.

It seems prob able that, as one polit ical party adopts certain policies, the other 
parties respond by becom ing, say, more or less extreme in their policies. A move 
by the Right may produce a counter-move by the Left. Again there is a system of 
inter lock ing activ it ies.

This hier archy of systems can be exten ded further into the inter na tional  
sphere in which activ it ies, on a polit ical front, between the great powers will  
have consequences on a country’s polit ical scene, its economy, and ulti mately  
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the entire popu la tion. Indeed, changes in the earth’s climate (caused, for example, 
by a reduc tion in the ozone layer) are brought about, in part, by polit ical and 
economic factors and may, in turn, produce signi fic ant economic and social 
changes. These will, in time, no doubt have a profound influ ence on most indi-
vidu als on this planet.

George, his family, his clients, and indeed most of the rest of the country were 
under pres sure from the consequences of govern ment policy. While this small 
group could have no direct effect on these large systems, the issues raised could 
be explored in a socio drama. This might help group members under stand their 
own roles and respons ib il it ies better.

Moreno too was inter ested in the integ ra tion of differ ent ways of viewing man. 
With a not untyp ical gran di os ity he wrote about ‘cosmic man’.

Now we come to the fourth univer sal – the COSMOS. Early in the twen ti eth 
century, during my youth, two philo sophies of human rela tions were partic u-
larly popular. One was the philo sophy that everything in the universe is all 
packed in the single indi vidual, in the indi vidual psyche. This was partic u-
larly emphas ized by Sigmund Freud, who thought that the group was an 
epi-phenomenon. For Freud, everything was epi, only the indi vidual counted. 
The other philo sophy was that of Karl Marx. For Marx, everything ended 
with the social man, or more specific ally, the socio-economic. It was as if that 
were all there were to the world. Very early in my career I came to the posi-
tion that there is another area, a larger world beyond the psycho dy nam ics and 
socio dy nam ics of human society – ‘cosmody nam ics’. Man is a ‘cosmic man’, 
not only a social man or an indi vidual man. When I first said this, about fifty 
years ago, it sounded a little bit like highly exag ger ated mysti cism. Today it 
is almost common sense. Man is a cosmic being.

(Moreno 1966 in Fox 1987:10)

And I would add that man is also a biolo gical, psychic, family, social, and 
polit ical being. Moreno’s ‘cosmic being’ integ rates many systems.

Communications within the hier archy of systems

There is a good under stand ing of how inform a tion is trans ferred around any  
one system in the hier archy; for example, electro-chemical impulses in the 
nervous system and words, body language and beha viour in famil ies, and the 
methods of diplomacy in inter na tional affairs. The nature of inter ac tions between 
levels in the hier archy of systems is less well described.

Clearly, an indi vidual with a ‘biolo gical’ depres sion will have a marked  
effect on their family; such an indi vidual may also have an effect on the wider 
community (for example, the local housing estate or their place of work), but  
no direct influ ence at all, as a single person, on national govern ment.

However, when indi vidu als aggreg ate together, as in a polit ical party, or as  
in a pres sure group for a partic u lar minor ity or cause (for example, single  
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parents, the home less, or those with mental illness), more force ful and  
coher ent influ ences can be brought to bear on local or even central  
govern ment.

The biolo gical systems of the indi vidual are also influ enced by the other 
systems in the hier archy. Loss or other social pres sure may result in depres sion 
which can be conceived of as a symptom of the psycho lo gical system of the indi-
vidual’s inner world or a malfunc tion of a biolo gical system. It has been demon-
strated, for example, that women who lost their mothers in child hood are much 
more likely to become clin ic ally depressed as adults (Brown and Harris 1978; 
Harris et al. 1990).

The biolo gical changes in the body’s func tion and meta bol ism asso ci ated with 
depres sion (loss of appet ite and weight, sleep disturb ance and hormonal shifts) 
are often precip it ated by external losses or bereave ments.

FORMULATING SYSTEMS

The manner in which each system within the hier archy of systems is formu lated 
will, in part, depend on one’s own pref er ences, predilec tions, and preju dices. For 
example, some people would consider the intra psychic system formu lated by 
psycho ana lysts (and described in this book) as fanci ful, misguided, and useless, 
favour ing perhaps the concep tual models of the beha viour ther ap ists.

A reduc tion ist view gives prior ity to funda mental or basic systems; medi cine 
and much of psychi atry place emphasis on the organic and biochem ical systems 
of the body.

It must also be noted that the form and rules that govern certain systems, for 
example, the family, may vary in signi fic ant ways between cultures and classes 
(Hodes 1990).

I believe, however, that it is more sens ible not to give prior ity to any partic u lar 
system in our attempts to under stand people.

An example of the analysis of systems:  
chil dren in schools

The rela tion ships within, say, a school, between the head-teacher, the staff,  
and the educa tion author ity, might work smoothly. In such schools the  
chil dren are happy and usually learn well (see, for example, Rutter et al. 1979). 
If, however, the insti tu tional system of the school is dysfunc tional, with, say, a 
depressed head, a highly disrupt ive pupil or an educa tion commit tee that will  
not provide adequate funds to the school, then the educa tion of every child is 
affected.

It is usually the more ‘fragile’ members of the community who become  
overtly disturbed: the child whose parents fight all the time, the lonely teacher,  
the boy with learn ing diffi culties. Such indi vidu als might be considered to be  
‘ill’ or ‘prob lems’ or they might be seen as ‘symp toms’ of the failing system. 
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They have been affected by the school system but they will also in turn perhaps 
have effects not only on others within the insti tu tion (other staff and pupils)  
but also on the systems outside the insti tu tion (e.g. the educa tion office, their 
famil ies, the famil ies of staff).

Conversely, the situ ation within a school is highly depend ent on the wider 
educa tional and polit ical systems within which it exists. Changes of local or 
govern ment policies or funding will alter prior it ies and rela tion ships within  
the school, either improv ing that system (perhaps by better funding or  
improve ments in morale) or adding to its chaos.

For example, the adoles cent who refuses to go to school or is disrupt ive in the 
class-room might be described as being ‘malad jus ted’ or, altern at ively, he could 
be considered to be but a ‘symptom’ of dysfunc tion in one or more systems:

His phys ical inner world. He might be suffer ing from the effects of an organic 
depress ive illness.

His psycho lo gical inner world. He might be mourn ing the death of a 
grand par ent.

His family. His father might have a mistress.
His school. The teach ers might be disaf fected and under paid.
The local author ity which cannot manage the school.
The govern ment which has reduced funding to educa tion.

These issues, in rela tion to the assess ment of adoles cents, are considered in more 
detail else where (Holmes 1989b).

MAKING PRACTICAL SENSE OF SYSTEMS

I believe that, as a general prin ciple, the hier archy of systems must be given 
thought when the psycho dram at ist, or any profes sional, tries to under stand a 
patient or client. I suggest, prag mat ic ally, that two issues need consid er a tion:

1 The iden ti fic a tion of the prior ity system (or systems);
2 an aware ness of what sorts of help are avail able.

The prior ity system

Although, as argued above, all the systems surround ing an indi vidual inter act, 
more marked disturb ance might be observed in one specific system. Such an 
obser va tion, made as a result of an assess ment process, might help in the decision 
between possible thera peutic inter ven tions.

If, for example, the indi vidual is found to be deeply depressed, and perhaps 
psychotic, psycho drama in a weekly evening group may be inap pro pri ate. 
Admission to a hospital might be required to protect the person’s life.  
Additionally, a trial of anti de press ant medic a tion might be considered. In my 
exper i ence when someone is very depressed (with consid er able dysfunc tion in 
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their biolo gical systems) they cannot, at times, use inter per sonal ther apies  
until the depres sion has lifted a little. The use of medic a tion does not of  
course preclude the use of inter ven tions at other systemic levels at the same  
time.

If the indi vidual is under marked external stress, such as the closure of his  
place of work, racial harass ment from neigh bours, or severe finan cial worries,  
the most potent inter ven tion might be to attempt to improve these prob lems,  
anti de press ants, psycho drama, or family therapy being only palli at ive to the  
major (social) systemic disturb ances.

In many cases, however, there will be no easy way to decide on the most  
appro pri ate inter ven tion. Change at each level will help in its own way.

I would suggest that it is helpful if an attempt is made to under stand the  
indi vidual in terms of their own personal history, the present family dynam ics, 
and the factors in their imme di ate social envir on ment.

An indi vidual who is living in a reas on ably well-functioning family and  
social envir on ment, but who is very distressed, might benefit more from  
personal therapy. If, however, the distress appears to be related to major  
factors in the family or in society, while indi vidual help (in a group or one-to- 
one therapy) might well help the person to cope with the stresses, it would not  
be the most effect ive way to reduce the pres sures. For that, inter ven tion in  
another system by another profes sional (e.g. a social worker or a politi cian) is 
required.

What becomes appar ent when the hier archy of systems is considered is that 
there is no totally correct inter ven tion. A logical argu ment can be made for 
inter ven tion in almost any one of the differ ent systems. Indeed, it is  
funda mental to this model, that, since the systems of the hier archy are  
them selves system ic ally linked, an alter a tion at one level, say follow ing a  
psycho drama session, will produce changes (small or large) at other systemic 
levels.

Some profes sion als will always opt for inter ven tions at one level: doctors  
who seek a phys ical/organic cause for emotional disturb ance will often be  
happier with the concom it ant use of medic a tion. The polit ical or social  
activ ist will seek to reduce distress by attempts at chan ging society.

Available help

The model proposed in this chapter argues that there is no abso lutely right or 
wrong choice of inter ven tion. So can the psycho dram at ist just press ahead and 
provide psycho dra matic treat ment and ignore the other possib il it ies?

I would argue that this is a narrow and poten tially danger ous point of view.  
A compet ent profes sional must know when a situ ation, or a prot ag on ist’s  
state, is beyond their form of inter ven tion alone. They must be able and  
willing to consider other forms of help. The ability to judge such situ ations  
comes both from a full and detailed train ing and from the accu mu la tion of  
profes sional exper i ence.
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However, there are many situ ations in which only certain skills are avail able  
(at a certain time, place, or cost) to assist someone in distress. It may be counter-
productive to insist on indi vidual psycho ther apy for a client when only medic ally 
orient ated psychi atry or a support ive group is avail able. In these circum stances it 
would be more profes sional to offer the styles of help that can be provided.

Thus the posi tion of a ther ap ist can be complex and rather invi di ous. What 
should they do for the client? Are they offer ing psycho drama because they wish 
to fill the spaces in their group? Indeed, what sort of help might best help the client 
with his diffi culties and distress? The choice of inter ven tion can be said to depend, 
in part, on the profes sional skills and inclin a tions of the person from whom a 
distressed indi vidual first seeks help.

I believe that much poten tial creativ ity and productiv ity is lost by differ ent 
profes sion als not accept ing that they all might have some thing to offer the world.

MAKING SENSE OF GEORGE

How does all this theory help the psycho drama director? I believe that it assists 
both director and prot ag on ist by putting the prob lems into context. Psychodrama 
may not be the only way to help someone. It is for these reasons that psycho dram-
at ists in train ing need to learn some thing of the medical (psychi at ric) model of 
mental health and of the social and polit ical causes of indi vidual and social 
distress.

It is also why all psycho ther ap ists need continu ing skilled super vi sion, so that 
a more object ive observer can help prevent a too determ ined depend ence on one 
thera peutic approach. Paul’s contract with the group was to provide sessions of 
protagonist-centred psycho drama. If the group wanted a session of socio drama 
this could be discussed and arranged.

George was miser able, his marriage was under stress, he came from a  
troubled family, and his job was under threat. There were prob lems in several 
systems, any one of which could be the focus for inter ven tion. George was  
clearly anxious and warmed up to work that evening. And it was a psycho drama 
group. Paul decided to help George with both his life prob lems and his anxiety 
using the tech niques and methods created by Moreno, who also had views about 
the variety of ways in which inter per sonal diffi culties may be under stood. So that 
evening Paul direc ted a psycho drama, having given due (but passing) atten tion to 
the other ways in which George might have been helped. What were the links 
between George’s child hood and his present diffi culties? Perhaps psycho drama 
will help us under stand.



Chapter 3

Repetitions and the  
trans fer ence

The group

George moved around the stage in a purpose ful way setting up the room in his 
office. Even though he was a new member in the group he had seen others set up 
the scenes for their dramas.

‘This is the door, the room is big, but very tatty. We really need some new 
furniture but there is no money.’

‘Where’s the window?’
George pointed to the side of the stage.
‘What can you see through it?’
‘Well, the houses oppos ite. And our garden. It must have been a nice garden 

when this was a private house.’
The stage had become trans formed in his mind into the room at work. He was 

in the room in the session.
‘What furniture do we need for this scene?’
‘Not much, just the two armchairs. This is our staff room. It’s really the only 

place the whole team meets to chat.’
‘Get the armchairs then.’
George selec ted two hard backed chairs.
‘Will they do? They don’t look very comfort able,’ said Paul.
‘Well, the room doesn’t feel comfort able. There are too many tensions.’
‘Great, so this is the room. Now just tell us three things about Fred.’
‘Well he’s a fair bit older than I am. He’s been a social worker for many years.’
‘Good. He’s older than you. Tell us another thing.’
‘He’s full of excuses, never gets things done when he prom ises. That makes me 

very angry. He’ll never talk about our work, he always goes on about other things. 
I hate that.’

‘One more char ac ter istic please.’
Paul wanted to get a member of the group into the role of Fred. He needed to 

stop George just talking about this man. It would be better for him to enact their 
rela tion ship in the psycho drama.

‘He likes the women. He’s a bit of a lad.’
‘Thanks, George. Who in the group could play Fred for you this evening?’
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‘Victor.’
Victor agreed to take this auxil i ary role and came onto the stage area.
‘How does the scene start? Show us.’

‘Well, I come into the room and see Fred, for once, sitting in the staff room [Victor 
as ‘Fred’ slumps onto one of the chairs] and he’s smoking as usual. He knows 
that the team decided to ban smoking in this room. God he makes me angry.’

‘Did you tell him?’
‘No.’
‘Show us what happened.’
‘Hi Fred, how’s things? I’ve just been to see Mrs Simmons, you know the 

woman with three kids whose husband’s just run out on her.’
‘Oh. Have you been to see the new film at the Odeon? It’s great. Saw it last 

night.’
George looked at the floor. ‘Fred’ contin ued to chatter on about the film. 

George was obvi ously stuck. He wanted to talk about work with his boss, but 
could not get his atten tion. Nor could he confront him. He just looked help less and 
frus trated.

‘Is this what often happens at work?’
‘Yes, either Fred’s not here, or he doesn’t listen to me. It makes me feel very 

hope less and useless.’
Paul remembered that earlier in the session George had told the group that his 

wife complained that he didn’t listen to her at home. He decided to say nothing at 
that moment.

‘It seems that you feel very stuck with Fred. You can’t get his atten tion. Nor can 
you confront him. Have you been in situ ations like this before?’

‘Yes, with my first boss, before I trained. He never took me seri ously. He never 
gave me enough super vi sion, saying that it was good for me to have some profes-
sional freedom. What I wanted was his support. I felt he never gave me it. That 
made me very angry. I left that job as soon as I could.’

‘Any other situ ations?’
The warm-up with the toy soldier, a gift from the absent father, came into 

Paul’s mind.
‘Well, people some times say that I don’t listen. Maria often does, but then she’s 

very demand ing. I couldn’t listen to her all the time. It would drive me mad!’
‘It seems that we have two possible scenes now. One with a boss, the other with 

your wife.’
Paul had decided not to bring up George’s prob lems with his father. 

Remembering the tears in the warm-up, he felt that George might find this rela-
tion ship too painful to explore at this point in the session. As the director Paul had 
to follow his prot ag on ist and ‘go with his resist ances’.

‘Let’s look at my first job.’
‘Great, tell us a bit about the situ ation. What was your boss called?’
‘Peter.’
‘OK. Can you be Peter for a moment? Move over here. So, Peter, you’re a social 

worker and George’s boss. Tell us a bit about him. What’s he like to work with?’
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George, now playing Peter in role reversal, began to tell Paul and the group 
some thing about George.

Continued on page 50.

REPETITIONS

How was Paul to make sense of his prot ag on ist’s prob lems? George’s memor ies 
in the warm-up of the wooden soldier in his red tunic, given him by his father 
when he was a small boy, had led him on to talk about his prob lems at work. He 
had indic ated that he had had similar diffi culties with both Fred and a previ ous 
boss, Peter. It seemed that the repet it ive patterns in his rela tion ships caused him 
concern. Paul wondered what the link was between this toy and George’s rela tion-
ships in the present.

Such repe ti tions are common in life, and a constant cause of concern and 
distress to many people. We all tend, at times, to make assump tions such as:  
all bosses are the same or all lovers will in the end desert us. We respond with  
the same feel ings and beha viour towards differ ent people. We refuse (or are 
unable) to appre ci ate the reality of others, forcing them (through our beha viour) 
into roles of our own making. Sometimes we are conscious of the repet it ive 
process: ‘This fellow reminds me of my first boy-friend.’ Feelings and thoughts 
such as this imply a degree of contact with reality. However, with time, things 
change (for most people), and reality imposes itself more firmly. The new man  
is increas ingly seen for what he is, which may be better or worse than expec ted, 
but none the less differ ent, a unique indi vidual. This may be the start of a new 
rela tion ship.

However, at times and partic u larly for some people, such reality testing  
remains impaired. They cannot ‘see’ that they have married a man exactly like 
their father. The uncon scious, buried in the inner world, contin ues to domin ate 
both feel ings and beha viour. A confu sion contin ues between the ‘internal father’ 
from the past (an inner object) and the new man in the external world of the 
present.

Intimate rela tion ships (which of course need not be sexual or romantic) are 
usually marked by more intense, passion ate feel ings which may resemble those of 
situ ations from child hood. Issues of depend ency, author ity, love are involved and 
it becomes more diffi cult to separ ate the influ ences from the uncon scious inner 
world from present reality. Our part ners, lovers, or bosses may take on the roles 
once occu pied by our parents.

Indeed the very reasons we find certain people so attract ive that we ‘fall in love 
at first sight’ relate to the rever ber a tions between our present exper i ences and the 
form at ive early rela tion ships with our parents. Such inter ac tions may also account 
for why we choose to work with certain people. Just as not all our early exper i-
ences are posit ive and loving so not all our rela tion ships in adult life are easy, 
espe cially not when they are domin ated by our inner world.

In such situ ations there is a tend ency for the indi vidual to regress, to feel and 
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respond with an intens ity more appro pri ate to child hood. It was the regress ive 
quality of George’s feel ings towards Fred that, in part, upset and confused him.

Such responses can be the basis of some of the more intim ate and passion ate 
moments of a rela tion ship. However, they can also make life very diffi cult. After 
all, most of us like to be seen and related to as ourselves and not treated as if we 
were someone else, perhaps unknown to us.

This tend ency to repeat situ ations, an inab il ity to avoid well-known pitfalls in 
life, and feeling distress and misery about being ‘stuck in a rut’ are among the 
reasons that cause people to seek help from ther ap ists. It is as if their world is 
viewed through the distort ing window of the uncon scious.

The psycho ana lyst Joyce McDougall considers the process of repe ti tion in 
theat rical terms, thus, although not expli citly, making links with psycho drama.

Each secret-theater self is thus engaged in repeatedly playing roles from the 
past, using tech niques discovered in child hood and repro du cing, with 
uncanny preci sion, the same tragedies and comed ies, with the same outcomes 
and an identical quota of pain and pleas ure. What were once attempts at self-
cure in the face of mental pain and conflict are now symp toms that the adult 
produces, follow ing forgot ten child hood solu tions.

Theatres of the Mind (McDougall 1986: 7)

This process of repe ti tion involves, accord ing to psycho ana lysts, a phenomenon 
called the ‘trans fer ence’. Were George’s prob lems due to his past and his child-
hood? Were they due to the phenomenon of trans fer ence?

HISTORY OF THE CONCEPT OF THE TRANSFERENCE

In 1895 Sigmund Freud, together with another Viennese phys i cian Joseph Breuer, 
published an account of the hyster ical illness of a young woman, Anna O., in 
which for the first time psycho lo gical diffi culties in the thera peutic setting were 
ascribed to the phenomenon of ‘trans fer ence’.

Anna’s much loved father had fallen seri ously ill in 1880, and she had nursed 
him with devo tion until his death the follow ing year. During the period of her 
father’s illness Anna developed a variety of hyster ical symp toms includ ing para-
lysis of parts of both arms, disturb ances of her vision, and hallu cin a tions full of 
death’s heads and skel et ons. She was also at times unable to speak her native 
language, German, although she contin ued to be able to commu nic ate in English. 
Her complaints were over whelm ing and she took to her bed for several months.

Breuer had used hypnosis to help his young patient to talk about what was 
distress ing her, a process that ‘she aptly described . . . speak ing seri ously, as a 
“talking cure”, while she referred to it jokingly as “chimney-sweeping” ’ (Studies 
on Hysteria, Freud and Breuer 1895: 83).

Over a period of months the treat ment began to relieve her of the distress ing 
symp toms. In May 1882 Anna decided that she wished the treat ment to stop in 
June of that year.
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At the begin ning of June, accord ingly, she entered into the ‘talking cure’ with 
the greatest energy. On the last day – by the help of re-arranging the room so 
as to resemble her father’s sick room – she repro duced the terri fy ing hallu cin-
a tions . . . which consti tuted the root of her whole illness.

(Freud and Breuer 1895: 95)

Is this perhaps an early account of the use of a psycho dra matic method? Breuer 
clearly recre ated with Anna, in the session, the sick room (in another town) where 
she had been so distressed while nursing her dying father. The dramatic enact-
ment seems to have been the last stage of her treat ment, which appears to have 
been a success since there after she ‘enjoyed complete health’.

More recent studies have sugges ted that Anna O. did not, as Freud and Breuer 
sugges ted in their paper, manage the rest of her life without psycho lo gical diffi-
culties (Wood 1990). However, the lack of a complete cure of a diffi cult patient 
should not be seen as inval id at ing Freud’s early and highly creat ive work, for 
Anna O.’s treat ment led on to the creation of psycho ana lysis.

Things were not so simple, though, for Breuer for, accord ing to Freud, young 
Miss O. had developed a signi fic ant erotic attach ment to her phys i cian (accounts 
of which were not given in Freud and Breuer’s original paper). Her feel ings for 
Breuer perhaps repeated or replaced those she had had towards her late father.

The situ ation became so diffi cult for Dr Breuer (who perhaps took Anna O.’s 
advances at face value and was terri fied) that he with drew from psycho thera peutic 
work alto gether (Stafford-Clark 1965), feeling that the method was uneth ical for 
a medical prac ti tioner (Hinshelwood 1989). In 1908 he wrote of psycho ana lysis: 
‘So far as I person ally am concerned, I have since that time had no active deal ings 
with the subject’ (preface to the 2nd edition of Studies in Hysteria, P.F.L. 3: 49).

Moreno’s descrip tion of these events is inter est ing and demon strates his aware-
ness of the early psycho ana lytic liter at ure.

It was the acting out of the patient towards Doctor Breuer, of Breuer towards 
the patient, of Breuer’s wife towards Breuer, of Breuer towards Freud and 
finally, of Freud towards himself in a number of scenes which a psycho dra-
matic session could have easily objec ti fied; it was more than the usual trans-
fer ence in an office. It was ‘carried over’ beyond the thera peutic situ ation into 
life itself, produ cing the vicious chain which involved the four persons. The 
patient lost her analyst (Breuer), Freud lost his friend and psycho ana lysis lost 
its first leader. The only one who may have gained some thing was Frau 
Breuer: she gave birth to a baby.

(Moreno 1959: 93)

Freud, in his consult ing room, observed a similar tend ency in his work with 
hyster ical patients. He noted that:

the patient is frightened at finding that she is trans fer ring on to the figure  
of the phys i cian the distress ing ideas which arise from the content of the 
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analysis. This is a frequent, and indeed in some analyses a regular, occur rence. 
Transference on to the phys i cian takes place through a false connec tion.

(Freud and Breuer 1895: 390)

(This is the first use of the word ‘trans fer ence’ in this context.)
He later asked:

What are trans fer ences? They are new editions or facsim iles of the impulses 
and phant as ies which are aroused and made conscious during the progress of 
analysis; but they have this pecu li ar ity, which is char ac ter istic for their species, 
that they replace some earlier person by the person of the phys i cian. To put it 
another way: a whole series of psycho lo gical exper i ences are revived, not as 
belong ing to the past, but as apply ing to the person of the phys i cian at the 
present moment. Some of these trans fer ences have a content which differs 
from that of the model in no respect whatever except for the substi tu tion. These 
then – to keep to the same meta phor – are merely new impres sions or reprints. 
Others are more ingeni ously construc ted; their content has been subjec ted to a 
moder at ing influ ence . . . by clev erly taking advant age of some real pecu li ar ity 
in the phys i cian’s person or circum stances and attach ing them selves to that. 
These, then, will no longer be new impres sions but revised editions.

Fragment of an Analysis of a Case of Hysteria (Freud 1905a: 157–8)

Freud initially saw these reac tions as serious obstacles to the treat ment process 
which had to be over come before thera peutic work could continue. Indeed, trans-
fer ence phenom ena had so disrup ted Joseph Breuer’s work with Anna O. as to 
threaten his marriage and cause him to stop psycho thera peutic work with hyster-
ical patients. They are indeed power ful forces.

By 1909 Freud had discovered that the analysis of the trans fer ence feel ings 
exper i enced by the patient towards the ther ap ist, far from hinder ing treat ment, 
may play ‘a decis ive part in bring ing convic tion not only to the patient but also to 
the phys i cian’. The patients were thus helped, by the process of analysis, to come 
to terms with their inner world, created in the past, that was causing them diffi-
culties in the present. As the theor ies and tech niques of psycho ana lysis developed, 
the analysis of the trans fer ence(s) between patient and ther ap ist became a crucial 
aspect of the treat ment process.

[T]rans fer ence, which, whether affec tional or hostile, seemed in every case to 
consti tute the greatest threat to the treat ment, becomes its best tool, by whose 
help the most secret compart ments of mental life can be opened.

Introductory Lectures (Freud 1916–17: 496)

Indeed:

The devel op ment of the tech nique of psycho ana lysis has been determ ined 
essen tially by the evol u tion of our know ledge about the nature of trans fer ence.

The Technique and Practice of Psychoanalysis (Greenson 1967: 151)
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Some psycho ana lysts, in partic u lar the Kleinian school, consider every free 
asso ci ation from the patient in the consult ing room (verbal or non-verbal) to be 
related to the trans fer ence (Hinshelwood 1989: 466). Melanie Klein developed 
the view that most of what is expressed in the psycho ana lytic rela tion ship is a 
repe ti tion of the exper i ences of the earli est years of life. Kleinians attach little 
signi fic ance to accounts of the every day reality of the patient, focus ing their inter-
pret at ive efforts on that which occurs in the thera peutic rela tion ship (Segal 1964).

Other psycho ana lysts pay much more atten tion to the present reality of their 
patients, but still use the term trans fer ence to describe the full rich ness of the 
patient’s responses in the consult ing room (see Racker 1968: 133).

THE TRANSFERENCE AND EVERYDAY LIFE

However, George was not talking about feel ings and thoughts held about his 
psycho ther ap ist but about the troubles he was having with colleagues in the real 
world at work. Is it reas on able to equate his prob lems with his bosses with the 
phenomenon of trans fer ence first described by Breuer and Freud?

Psychoanalysts have disagreed about what can be called trans fer ence. Some 
take a narrow view, believ ing that the term can be applied only to exper i ences in 
the psycho ana lytic consult ing room, while others have adopted a much wider 
defin i tion, accept ing that the phenomenon is much more general and occurs in 
many situ ations and circum stances in real life outside the psycho-analyst’s 
consult ing room. The American psycho ana lyst Ralph Greenson wrote:

Transference occurs in analysis and outside of analysis, in neur ot ics, 
psychot ics, and in healthy people. All human rela tions contain a mixture of 
real istic and trans fer ence reac tions.

(1967: 152)

[It] is the exper i ence of feeling, drives, atti tudes, fantas ies and defenses 
toward a person in the present which do not benefit that person but are a repe-
ti tion of reac tions origin at ing in regard to signi fic ant persons of early child-
hood, uncon sciously displaced onto figures in the present.

(1967: 171)

To this list of ‘feel ings, drives, atti tudes, fantas ies and defenses’ I would add 
‘and beha viour’ because it is often actions that demon strate what fears, hopes,  
and phant as ies one person has about another. Our inner worlds are full of  
mater ial, much of which is usually kept secret from the world at large and, of 
course, at times from ourselves. Who knows what thoughts and wishes fill  
the mind (conscious and uncon scious) of the man sitting oppos ite us on the No. 24 
bus to Pimlico. It is only when such phant as ies become actions (taken to 
include words, deeds, and subtle manip u la tions) that an indi vidual’s inner  
world influ ences those around.
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Freud saw the need to repeat disturbed patterns of beha viour as driven by a 
compul sion: the basic drive or instinct seeking release, often through neur otic 
beha viour. It is as if the route or psychic pathway for the expres sion of the drive 
was laid down in child hood, although the indi vidual has the strong impres sion 
that the repeated ‘situ ation is fully determ ined by the circum stances of the 
moment’ (Laplanche and Pontalis 1973: 78). Freud’s drive theory is considered in 
more detail in Chapter 4.

The ‘driven’ aspects of such beha viour may have links to Moreno’s concept of 
‘act hunger’ in which a prot ag on ist, in a psycho drama, has a force ful need to enact 
a partic u lar scene or event.

It would, of course, be a mistake to see all beha viour or inter per sonal diffi-
culties as being the consequences of trans fer ence. Sandler et al. (1973) stress that 
it is import ant to distin guish between general tend en cies in beha viour such as 
‘demand ing ness’, ‘provoc at ive ness’, or ‘intol er ance to author ity’ expressed 
towards the world at large and quite specific feel ings, atti tudes, and beha viour 
direc ted towards an indi vidual who is related to as if he was a person from the 
other’s past. Both sorts of beha viour may origin ate from child hood exper i ences, 
but only the latter, they suggest, can be described as trans fer ence.

Our beha viour towards people can be considered a complex mixture of factors 
from the present (both internal and external), cogni tion, and forces from our inner 
world and our past. Internal factors might include the state of phys ical health, 
hormone levels, or the degree of physiolo gical arousal. External factors might 
include being stuck in a traffic jam or our bosses at work having a hang-over. 
Some of the various influ ences that might impinge on the indi vidual were 
discussed in Chapter 2.

However, I believe that, to varying degrees, all beha viour is influ enced by 
aspects of our inner uncon scious world of object rela tion ships and thus by aspects 
of the trans fer ence. The most power ful influ ences from the past in our devel op-
ment are (usually) our parents, so it is aspects of our rela tion ships with these 
figures that may emerge in the present.

ROLES AND THE UNCONSCIOUS

Moreno also believed that the way we react to people or situ ations is

created by past exper i ences and the cultural patterns of the society in which 
the indi vidual lives, and may be satis fied by the specific type of his 
productiv ity. Every role is a fusion of private and collect ive elements. Every 
role has two sides, a private and a collect ive side.

‘The role concept, a bridge between psychi atry and soci ology’  
(Moreno 1961 in Fox 1987: 62)

Thus the psycho dra matic concept of the role has links with the psycho ana lytic 
concept of an inner world, those aspects of a role ‘created by past exper i ences’ 
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which Moreno described as ‘private’ relat ing to that psychic func tion called an 
‘internal object rela tion ship’ laid down in child hood.

Thus, when George was in role at work as a social worker and Fred’s junior, his 
beha viour was influ enced by a fusion of the roles of ‘son with his father’ (the 
private compon ent based in child hood) and the role of a junior to a senior colleague 
(the social, cultural, or collect ive element).

For Moreno the roles we adopt in life (which define our beha viour) have three 
dimen sions.

Social roles express ing the social dimen sions;
psycho so matic roles, express ing the physiolo gical dimen sion; and
psycho dra matic roles express ing the psycho lo gical dimen sion of the self.

The psycho so matic roles include those of ‘sleeper’ or ‘eater’, and the psycho dra-
matic roles may occur in a session or in life in general.

Moreno contin ued:

But the indi vidual craves to embody far more roles than those he is allowed to 
act out in life. . . . Every indi vidual is filled with differ ent roles in which he 
wants to become active and that are present in him at differ ent stages of devel-
op ment. It is from the active pres sure which these multiple indi vidual units 
exert upon the mani fest offi cial role that a feeling of anxiety is often produced.

(Moreno 1961 in Fox 1987: 63)

In Moreno’s terms, the trans fer en tial rela tion ship of patient to ther ap ist (say that of 
son with father) is an enact ment of one of the roles present in the patient’s ‘role reper-
toire’ (albeit a role that is used only in certain circum stances). In reality the patient’s 
reac tions to the ther ap ist are almost always coloured by the reality roles of patient and 
doctor. Such a rela tion ship is rarely, if ever, totally domin ated by the trans fer ence.

In psycho ana lytic therapy the patient will, at differ ent times, exper i ence various 
trans fer ences to the ther ap ist. The pres sure to enact (in the consult ing room) these 
differ ent roles is governed (in a regress ive way) by early exper i ences and is an 
aspect of a repe ti tion compul sion. The origins of these object rela tion ships are 
considered in the next chapter.

OF THERAPEUTIC MADNESS

The British psycho ana lyst John Klauber described the trans fer ence as ‘thera peutic 
madness’ or

perhaps illu sion would be a more suit able word than madness, espe cially if 
you accept a tent at ive defin i tion of illu sion as a false belief accom pan ied by 
uncer tainty as to whether to give it credence. An illu sion is produced by the 
break through of uncon scious emotion without conscious ness surren der ing  
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to it completely. An illu sion is a waking dream but seems some what less 
convin cing.

Illusion and Spontaneity in Psychoanalysis (Klauber et al. 1987: 6)

It is import ant to distin guish between the concepts of illu sion and delu sion. We 
are all, at times, unable to differ en ti ate clearly that which comes from our uncon-
scious inner world from the object ive reality around us. George, for example, 
attrib uted to Fred certain qual it ies derived from his exper i ences with his father, 
but he never thought that Fred was his father. Some indi vidu als, however, lose the 
illus ory ‘as if’ quality that is crucial for sanity. They become psychotic and their 
strange beliefs are then described as delu sions.

A psychotic trans fer ence is possible in the consult ing room in which the crucial 
‘as if’ quality of the thera peutic illu sion vanishes and the patient believes that his 
ther ap ist really is his father. Such a situ ation is alarm ing for both ther ap ist and 
patient and is real madness (see Sandler et al. 1973).

The beha viour and feel ings asso ci ated with the trans fer ence are aspects of roles 
learnt and inter n al ised in child hood, roles that are often denied expres sion by social 
conven tions in adult life, but which emerge in certain perhaps more emotional situ-
ations such as intim ate or stress ful rela tion ships and in psycho ther apy. This sort of 
reac tion is called ‘regres sion’ by some ther ap ists, but, for Moreno, ‘regress ive 
beha viour is not a true regres sion but a form of role playing’ (Moreno 1961 in Fox 
1989: 63) in which the adult adopts roles more appro pri ate to child hood.

George had developed a certain child like quality in his inter ac tions with Fred 
in the office. However, he only enacted aspects of the role of a ‘son with his 
father’, he had not become a real child to Fred. In Moreno’s terms a true regres-
sion may occur only in an inter ac tion with the original parent.

REPETITIONS AND TRANSFERENCE IN 
PSYCHODRAMA

These internal roles or objects also emerge through the dramatic process of 
psycho drama.

Elaine Goldman and Delcy Morrison, in their book Psychodrama: Experience 
and Process, describe a typical session as moving ‘from the peri phery to the core’, 
early scenes explor ing the prot ag on ist’s prob lems in the present, the drama then 
moving to earlier scenes in his life that seem to have links with the prob lems in 
the present.

Their ‘Psychodramatic Spiral’ is a graphic way of illus trat ing the links of the 
present and early child hood, links that would also emerge (and be explored) 
through the trans fer ence in psycho ana lysis. See Figure 3.1.

As Moreno pointed out, our adult roles are a fusion of aspects asso ci ated with 
the socio-cultural and the private or personal exper i ences of our lives. In a psycho-
drama these links, which involve symbol ism, are explored in differ ent scenes as 
the drama probes further into the past.
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Paul felt, from what he knew of his prot ag on ist and from his clin ical exper i-
ence, that George needed to explore uncon scious aspects of his rela tion ship with 
Fred; to untangle the symbolic linking of the social or cultural rela tion ship boss-
junior with the more private and emotional rela tion ship father-son. This would be 
a task of this psycho drama.

Role clusters

A process of asso ci ation also occurs between differ ent private or uncon scious 
compon ents of the roles we adopt. There appears to be in the psyche a clus ter ing 
of object rela tion ships. In infancy the clusters form through the asso ci ation of 
rela tion ships with similar affects (posit ive or negat ive). This process is described 
in more detail in the next chapter. Later in life the clusters appear to involve more 
complex symbolic links. George’s psycho drama involved three men: Fred, Peter, 
and his father. These figures might be said to belong to the ‘father cluster’.

Many other such clusters or asso ci ations exist within the psyche. For example, 
those exper i ences of the child (inter n al ised as object rela tion ships) asso ci ated 
with external author ity and society’s moral ity form a psychic cluster that Freud 
called the ‘super-ego’, which exists in rela tion ship with both other clusters in the 
psyche and indir ectly with the external world.

In a full psycho drama, as described by Goldman and Morrison (1984), a  
number of scenes will be direc ted, each involving the prot ag on ist and a series  
of ‘others’ often from the same internal cluster (e.g. fathers or mothers or  
carers, etc.). It is a task of psycho ther apy to unravel the confu sions of our own 

Figure 3.1 
Source: repro duced with permis sion from Goldman and Morrison (1984).
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roles in the world, created as these roles are by a clus ter ing of differ ent object 
rela tion ships.

THE REPRESSION OF OBJECT RELATIONSHIPS

But why was George so unaware of the reasons for his prob lems at work? To 
explain this a further crucial element, repres sion, must be added to the defin i tion 
of trans fer ence:

Transference is the uncon scious reliv ing of the repressed life of infancy in 
present-day rela tion ships, both in treat ment and in real life.
Personality Structure and Human Interaction (Guntrip 1961: 57; my italics)

As the differ ent aspects of the inner world of the child slowly begin to integ rate, 
conflicts develop between incom pat ible object rela tion ships. When George was a 
child the two self-representations in his inner world ‘I love my mother’ and ‘I hate my 
mother for sending my father away’ were in oppos i tion. Any attempt at the integ ra-
tion of these two images into a single self cluster would have created marked psychic 
tension and his imma ture psyche was able to cope with only so much stress and 
anxiety. Therefore, one of these object rela tion ships had to be pushed aside. One way 
to achieve this was to make it uncon scious by the process of repres sion. The conscious 
psyche was then no longer bothered by this trouble some object rela tion ship.

It is by this process that an uncon scious realm is created filled with repressed 
object rela tion ships. (Repression is discussed in chapters 5 and 8.)

The devel op ing role cluster of the super-ego is a further force leading to  
the repres sion of internal object rela tion ships. As chil dren we learn that certain 
forms of beha viour or actions are unac cept able; certain our phant as ies, wishes, and 
impulses have to be controlled. Initially chil dren respond to such controls only 
when the parent is present. We know that we must not do some thing we might wish 
to do when told not to. This control is conscious, but soon these external author ity 
figures also become part of the internal world, the super-ego, which begins to 
control in their absence beha viour of which our parents might disap prove. Such 
self-control also involves mech an isms of social learn ing and cogni tion.

Thus the child comes to believe that certain feel ings and thoughts are not 
approved of. They are then repressed or buried deeper in the psyche, becom ing 
uncon scious. Should they start to emerge again anxiety will recur. The super-ego 
(the inter n al ised social or parental disap proval) acts to prevent this and to censor 
those that approach conscious ness.

However, this buried mater ial may still reappear in dreams (which Freud  
called the royal road to the uncon scious) and through certain actions (for  
example, slips of the tongue), and through beha viour such as George’s  
diffi culties at work. These expres sions of uncon scious, repressed wishes,  
impulses, and phant as ies, that were pushed below the psychic surface in  
child hood, re-emerge as patterns of beha viour through the enact ment of  
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certain roles which may be exper i enced as ego-dystonic, that is alien to the ego or 
the subject’s ideals or concep tion of himself (Rycroft 1968: 40).

Object rela tion ships from the uncon scious come back to haunt the indi vidual in 
adult life and may cause them or society prob lems and distress. They may also 
surface in the some what unnat ural situ ations of psycho ther apy, in psycho ana lysis 
or psycho drama. For some people it is only in the safe, anxiety-containing or 
holding situ ations such as psycho ther apy (Josephine Klein 1987) or psycho drama 
(Holmes 1983) that the original anxiety can once more be exper i enced and 
accep ted. This may allow the lost object rela tion ships or roles to re-enter 
conscious ness and the effect ive role reper toire.

Repression, used to reduce anxiety, tends to remove certain roles from the 
avail able role reper toire, as the repressed mater ial consists of trouble some object 
rela tion ships and their asso ci ated roles and affects. Such a situ ation may be of 
advant age to the indi vidual: George was not overtly angry with his wife, he did 
not re-experience, through a repe ti tion, his rage towards the mother he loved and 
needed. However, the active range of an indi vidual’s poten tial is of course also 
thus limited; George found being assert ive, the posit ive face of anger, a problem 
at times.

GEORGE AND THE TRANSFERENCE

George exper i enced Fred’s preoc cu pa tion with commit tee work outside their unit 
as a ‘deser tion’ about which he felt very hurt and angry. He saw Peter’s wish to 
give him some profes sional freedom as another ‘deser tion’, one so painful that he 
resigned his job.

Now, in a psycho drama, we have only the prot ag on ist’s view of how his world 
was. Perhaps both Fred and Peter were inad equate, rather evasive bosses. We will 
never know. However, George had told the group that he had concerns about his 
rela tion ship with Fred. Perhaps he was seeking a better way to cope with this 
awful super ior. But enquir ies by the director elicited the inform a tion that George 
had had this sort of exper i ence before. Perhaps he was describ ing some sort of 
repet it ive problem in which he ‘trans ferred’ feel ings and expect a tions on to his 
super i ors.

Relationships require two people. George may have initi ated an  
inter ac tion with Fred: ‘Hello Fred, so you’ve decided to come into the office 
today!’

Perhaps Fred wondered what George was on about. He had just spent two days 
at head office attempt ing to nego ti ate the survival of the unit and he was looking 
forward to being welcomed back to his profes sional base. But as soon as he came 
in, George was on to him. He thought: ‘This is too much!’, as he retreated to his 
own office. George’s view of the world was thus vindic ated. Fred was an absent 
boss. ‘I was really hoping to talk to him about my work.’ Too late . . . Fred was in 
retreat.
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Let us assume for that moment that George was also in indi vidual psycho-
ther apy (in my exper i ence psycho ana lysis and psycho drama can work well 
together for the same indi vidual).

In psycho ana lytic therapy George would have been offered the oppor tun ity of 
under stand ing and perhaps resolv ing his tend ency to repeat patterns of beha viour 
through the rela tion ship with his ther ap ist. It might be expec ted that he would 
initially have felt posit ive about the rela tion ship: ‘Roland, my ther ap ist, is a nice 
guy, well qual i fied, he knows what he’s doing. I’m really enjoy ing our sessions 
together. It’s great to have space to talk about things.’

However, as time passed, George began to feel crit ical of his ther ap ist, a 
negat ive trans fer ence becom ing more obvious. The ther ap ist, being a clas sical 
psycho ana lyst, had told George next to nothing about himself. Thus George, 
having little reality to fall back on in the consult ing room, began to exper i ence his 
ther ap ist like that most import ant man in his life, his father. ‘Roland really doesn’t 
care about me. Oh, he is always there, but I know that his mind is else where. And 
some of his inter pret a tions are so stupid!’

The first break in sessions for the holi days produced outrage, reflect ing  
his father’s depar ture from home years before. ‘How dare he go away!  
Our sessions are just becom ing useful, and he goes away on holiday. I bet  
that he’s going with his chil dren. I’m not sure that I’ll cope without him. I need 
him too.’

Such is the process of analytic psycho ther apy. The ther ap ist becomes an  
indi vidual onto whom much is ‘trans ferred’ by the patient. Positive and negat ive 
feel ings are exper i enced in the consult ing room. Treatment occurs as these trans-
fer ences are analysed and ‘worked through’, the reality of the ther ap ist slowly 
emer ging as the patient begins to develop conscious aware ness and control over 
the ‘inner world’ that governs his life.

David Malan illus trates the rela tion ships between past and present with what he 
has called the Triangle of Persons (Figure 3.2). He described how rela tion ships in 
the distant past affect rela tion ships in present-day life with ‘others’ (say bosses or 
wife). This is the other–parent (O/P) link. The past also modi fies the rela tion ships 
with a ther ap ist: the ther ap ist–parent (T/P) link. In his book Malan uses the word 
‘trans fer ence’ for the ‘T’ in this diagram as he sees this process occur ring only in 
the consult ing room (Malan 1979: 80).

George, in his indi vidual psycho ther apy, was having feel ings and phant as ies 
towards his ther ap ist that mirrored those he has had towards his boss, Fred. Thus 
there was also an other–ther ap ist (O/T) link which completed the triangle. Indeed, 
if Roland could not help George ‘work through’ his trans fer ence, therapy might 
have termin ated with George acting out by leaving in a huff because ‘My ther ap ist 
never under stood me, and he had too many holi days! He was never there. I don’t 
really need him!’

Clearly both these rela tion ships in George’s adult life, with their asso ci ated 
feel ings, roles, and beha viour have their roots in his anger and frus tra tion with his 
absent, unre li able father in child hood.

So, perhaps we can attrib ute George’s diffi culties with Fred to  
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trans fer ence, his anger and frus tra tion with his father emer ging in his day-to-day 
life yet again.

In the psycho drama George’s rela tion ships with his father were exter n al ised 
not through his trans fer ence to Paul, his director, but through the enrol ment of an 
auxil i ary ego from the group. George chose Victor to play Fred in the session. 
This then was the rela tion ship which was explored through the thera peutic 
process.

According to Greenson’s defin i tion (1967), ‘all human rela tion ships contain a 
mixture of real istic and trans fer ence reac tions’; the diffi culty is knowing in what 
propor tion reality and trans fer ence are mixed.

George’s dilemma was that angry, negat ive, destruct ive feel ings emerged in  
his rela tion ships with his bosses. However, as a child, he exper i enced many  
other types of rela tion ship, with his mother, and indeed perhaps also with his 
father. These rela tion ships too formed part of his ‘inner world’ and would also 
(accord ing to the theor ies of trans fer ence) influ ence his rela tion ships with  
the world. They may have contrib uted to the strengths of his marriage, and to  
his abil it ies as a caring respec ted social worker. If he had been in indi vidual 
therapy they would also have emerged as differ ent ‘trans fer ences’ felt towards his 
psycho ther ap ist.

A model of the psycho lo gical inner world which explains how the distant  
child hood past influ ences the present will be described in the follow ing  
chapters.

Figure 3.2 
Source: adapted from Malan (1979)

PARENT (P)
(usually distant past)

T/P link0 /P  link
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past)
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(usually here-and-now, recent 
in the consulting room)
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MORENO: TRANSFERENCE VERSUS TELE

Moreno believed in the process of trans fer ence, but he considered it to be a 
phenomenon which ‘plays a defin ite but limited part in inter-personal rela tions’ 
(Moreno 1946: 229). He believed that psycho ana lysts failed to acknow ledge 
suffi ciently that the psycho ana lytic process involves two people in a rela tion ship 
in the here-and-now, and that they both bring aspects of them selves to their 
inter ac tion.

However, psycho ana lysis, led by Freud himself, did soon become much more 
aware and concerned about what the ther ap ist brings to the profes sional  
rela tion ship. The concept of the ‘coun ter trans fer ence’, the ther ap ist’s emotional 
response to the patient and the treat ment situ ation, will be considered further in 
Chapter 7.

Moreno, writing about the systems of rela tion ships that the indi vidual is part of 
(their ‘social atom’), preferred to consider the uncon scious links between people 
to be due to what he described as ‘tele’ rather than to trans fer ence. Tele is:

The process which attracts indi vidu als to one another or which repels  
them, that flow of feeling of which the social atom and the networks are 
composed.

‘Sociometry’ (Moreno 1937 in Fox 1987: 26)

He considered tele to be the general inter per sonal process by which we all 
relate to others. Zerka Moreno says that ‘tele is respons ible for mutu al ity between 
persons, over and beyond their projec tions, and is respons ible for inter per sonal 
group cohe sion’. J.L. Moreno gave an example of tele in the doctor–patient  
rela tion ship.

When a patient is attrac ted to a psychi at rist, two processes can take place in 
the patient. The one process is the devel op ment of fantas ies (uncon scious) 
which he projects onto the psychi at rist, surround ing him with a certain 
glamour. At the same time, another process takes place in him – that part of 
his ego which is not carried away by auto-suggestion feels itself into the 
phys i cian. It sizes up the man across the desk and estim ates intu it ively what 
kind of man he is. These feel ings into the actu al it ies of this man, phys ical, 
mental or other wise, partly based on inform a tion, are tele rela tions.

(Moreno 1946 and 1977: 230)

And it must be assumed that the phys i cian is, like wise, ‘getting to know’ the 
patient, a know ledge based in part on concrete inform a tion (say a letter of refer ral 
to the doctor or the clothes the patient is wearing), partly on tele. The doctor’s 
feel ings are, of course, to some extent influ enced by his own trans fer ences to the 
person sitting oppos ite him.

Moreno’s views on the concept of the trans fer ence may be considered 
extraordin ary by analytic psycho ther ap ists for he wrote that:
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the trans fer ence process itself was in many respects an expres sion of dream 
work, not of the patient this time, but of the psychi at rist.

The tele rela tion can be considered the general inter-personal process of 
which trans fer ence is a special psycho path o lo gical outgrowth. In consequence, 
under ly ing every trans fer ence process projec ted by a patient are also complex 
tele rela tion ships.

(Moreno 1946 and 1977: 231)

So George, in his rela tion ships with Fred and Peter, used tele as part of his way 
of knowing them. Since he was not mad, his facil ity of reality testing was at least 
adequate and his power of tele will have told him much about these men.

His diffi culties with these men, I believe, arose from his early rela tion ship with 
his father, but in part only since we must remem ber that Fred and Peter too had 
complex person al it ies with their own histor ies and child hood exper i ences which 
may have contrib uted to the prob lems with George.

HOW CAN YOU SPOT THE TRANSFERENCE?

The rela tion ship between psycho ther ap ist and patient in indi vidual therapy can be 
considered to consist of three elements:

1 Those (not reality-based) aspects of the rela tion ship derived from the patient’s 
inner world (trans fer ence);

2 those similar aspects based on the ther ap ist’s inner world (coun ter trans fer ence);
3 addi tion ally, as a rule, if the patient is not too deeply disturbed, a reality-

based here-and-now rela tion ship. Psychoanalysts call this the thera peutic or 
treat ment alli ance. It is an adult-to-adult contract and, in Moreno’s terms, it 
is an encounter involving tele.

Therapeutic progress in indi vidual psycho ana lytic therapy is made, in part, 
through the analysis of the patient’s trans fer ence reac tions to the ther ap ist (it must 
be stressed that this process is not the only thing that happens in this type of 
therapy). It is thus crucial for the ther ap ist to have some idea about which of the 
patient’s reac tions are the result of the trans fer ence.

Part of this know ledge is derived from the ther ap ist’s self-awareness, having 
some sense of what he brings to the rela tion ship from his counter-transference.

Greenson (1967) describes some of the features of a patient’s reac tions to the 
ther ap ist that might indic ate trans fer ence, though he stresses that the pres ence of 
these qual it ies is not abso lute evid ence of the phenomenon.

Inappropriateness

As with all these char ac ter ist ics, there is a degree of subjectiv ity in their  
assess ment. The anger (or indeed rage) of the patient towards the ther ap ist  
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might be based on reality (Greenson gives the example of the ther ap ist answer ing 
the phone during a session); however, the response might be very inap pro pri ate, 
in which case trans fer ence is to be suspec ted.

Intensity

George described intense feel ings towards his boss, Fred. He was himself 
concerned about a degree of inap pro pri ate ness in his reac tion. The director was 
aware of this.

Ambivalence

Greenson describes how trans fer ence feel ings towards the ther ap ist are often 
marked by power fully ambi val ent and change able responses; love and affec tion 
for the ther ap ist exist with a degree of hate (often hidden). Certainly hate and rage 
coexist with a love and need that help get the patient to the session. If sexual 
attrac tion or long ings develop there is usually also a sense of repul sion and guilt 
(that again may be covert).

George demon strated a marked degree of ambi val ence towards Fred, feeling 
fury towards him for what he exper i enced as deser tion and derel ic tion of duty and 
at the same time respond ing to his boss in a needy and almost cling ing way.

Capriciousness

Greenson describes how ‘trans fer ence feel ings are often incon stant, erratic and 
whim sical. This is partic u larly true early in analysis’ (1967: 160).

I believe that this feature is much more typical of the trans fer ence in indi vidual 
psycho ana lytic therapy. Every indi vidual relates to several people in child hood 
(and in many differ ent ways to each person). Thus, in theory, many differ ent 
‘trans fer ence’ rela tion ships are possible. In one-to-one psycho ther apy the  
ther ap ist is the only person onto whom all these poten tial trans fer ence rela tion-
ships are focused. In psycho drama differ ent group members acting as auxil i ary 
egos in the drama are avail able to take on these differ ent roles or trans fer ence 
reac tions.

Yes, George was capable of several differ ent types of trans fer ence reac tions. 
However, the beauty of the psycho dra matic tech nique allows separ a tion onto 
differ ent auxil i ary egos. This brings about a useful degree of clarity which is not 
always (in my exper i ence as both patient and ther ap ist) avail able in indi vidual 
analytic therapy.

Tenacity

Transference reac tions in analysis may become prolonged and rigid, the patient 
holding the same some what inap pro pri ate feel ings about the ther ap ist with great 
tenacity for months or years.
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This long dura tion does not mean that the analytic work is stale mated, 
because during such periods other beha vi oural char ac ter ist ics of the patient 
may change and new insights and memor ies may appear.

(Greenson 1967: 161)

George had shown great tenacity in the way he appeared to cling to his habit of 
react ing to his bosses as if they were fathers to him.

Greenson suggests that these five traits are char ac ter istic of a repe ti tion of 
previ ous rela tion ships through the trans fer ence.

This holds true not only when such responses occur in regard to the analyst, 
but also when they arise in regard to other people. Reactions which are out of 
char ac ter or out of place are trans fer ence phenom ena.

(Greenson 1967: 162)

THE TRANSFERENCE AND PSYCHODRAMA

The concept of trans fer ence is, after all, a construct, an idea origin ally developed 
by psycho ana lysts in an attempt to explain human beha viour in the consult ing 
room. I believe that the concept has a direct use for a psycho dram at ist as he 
attempts to make sense of the complex morass of human rela tion ships that become 
appar ent in a session.

An under stand ing of the concept of trans fer ence helps in the direct ing of 
psycho dra mas, provid ing an under stand ing of the prot ag on ist’s rela tion ships with 
the director, and the group, and his world in general, coloured as they are by the 
repressed inner world.

An aware ness of the features of the trans fer ence described by Greenson  
helps the director in his devel op ing under stand ing of the prot ag on ist. When  
he observes them in a prot ag on ist in rela tion ship with himself, other group 
members, or other roles played by auxil i ary egos he might suspect that a hidden 
role or object rela tion ship needs to be explored on the external psycho dra matic 
stage.

This is often done by moving to another scene, usually from earlier in the prot-
ag on ist’s life in which the earlier and more funda mental object rela tion ships of 
the role clusters are involved, usually parents (Goldman and Morrison 1984). 
Transference responses are not limited to the prot ag on ist and may mani fest them-
selves in four ways in a session.

1 In the prot ag on ist’s rela tion ship with the director/ther ap ist. This form 
resembles the trans fer ence in indi vidual psycho ana lysis.

2 In the prot ag on ist’s rela tion ships with other group members.
3 Aspects of other group members’ rela tion ships with each other and with the 

director.
4 In the director’s reac tions to the prot ag on ist and the group.
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TO FINISH

Psychodrama clearly differs in many ways from psycho ana lysis. Moreno pointed 
out that:

in the psycho dra matic situ ation the chief ther ap ist or analyst, if you wish, has 
asso ci ated ther ap ists, so called auxil i ary egos. He is now far less involved in 
the poten tial inter ac tions. The auxil i ary egos, moreover, are not just other 
analysts or observ ers like himself, but repres ent intim ate roles and figures of 
the patient, past and present.

(Moreno 1959 and 1975: 96)

I believe that those forces that drive the phenomenon of trans fer ence are related 
to the psycho lo gical processes that are involved in the prot ag on ist’s creation and 
use of auxil i ary egos in a psycho drama.

In the next chapter we will look at how early exper i ences become part of  
the indi vidual’s world from which they may emerge as repet it ive beha viour 
patterns.

Figure 3.3 
Source: By permission of M.G.N Ltd and Creators Syndicate, Inc.



Chapter 4

The inner object world

The group

Paul now inter viewed ‘Peter’.
‘Tell us a bit about your self.’
George, as ‘Peter’, told the group that he was a middle-aged married social 

worker, head of a small team in a busy area office.
‘And what sort of young man was George?’
‘Oh, rather strange. Not very assert ive, quiet. A bit of a loner really. I never 

really knew what to make of him. And he left the job very suddenly. Just gave in 
his notice one morning. I never really knew why. I gather that he did even tu ally 
train as a social worker.’

‘Thank you Peter. Now reverse back.’
George moved and once more became himself.
‘Who could play Peter?’
‘David,’ said George.
‘Could you set the scene quickly.’
Paul suspec ted that the meeting between George and Peter would be brief and 

he did not want to waste time on a detailed scene setting.
‘So Peter and George are talking together.’
George and David as ‘Peter’ started to talk about social work issues.
‘Reverse. George be “Peter”. I feel that Peter has some things to say to George.’
The scene began to become more intense. ‘Peter’ (now played by George) did 

indeed have things to say.
‘I never know what you want. You hang around the office looking fed up, but 

you never say anything. Then some days you just don’t come in at all. You say 
you’re out seeing clients in their homes. I suppose you are. But you really should 
drop into the office every day.’

‘Reverse.’
George rever ted to himself, David became ‘Peter’.
‘Well, you never give me much super vi sion. I’m new to this job and I really 

need much more help. You’re always too busy with other things.’
‘Reverse.’
‘But George, if only you were more direct. You sulk around the office. I never 



The inner object world 51

know what you want. You seem fed up and angry, but I never know what about. 
Certainly you never told me that you wanted more super vi sion and help from me.’

‘Reverse.’
‘Peter’ had little speak ing to do as George was now playing both roles, almost 

as if he was having a dialogue with himself. This contin ued for some time before 
Paul asked, ‘What do you want out of this meeting with Peter?’

‘I want to tell him to give me more time! And that I’m very angry with him!’ 
George said this to Paul.

‘Don’t tell me. Tell Peter. Now!’
‘Peter I’m really fed up with you.’
This state ment was made by George in a very lack-lustre way. There was no 

feeling or energy in the state ment.
‘Reverse!’
Then David as George repeated the complaints in the same passive manner.
‘But you always whine on George. You’re never satis fied. I give you as much time 

as the others. And you know I’m a very busy man, I’ve many other duties in this office.’
‘Reverse.’
‘Oh, I suppose you’re right. I ask too much.’
George, the prot ag on ist, once more lacked energy. It appeared that even in the 

safety of a psycho drama he could not confront people. Paul asked him, ‘How old 
do you feel now, in this scene?’

‘I don’t know. Small, young, perhaps 7 or 8.’
Paul felt that the time was right to link George’s bosses (Fred and Peter) with 

his father, mentioned in the warm-up.
‘So was it like this with your father?’
‘Yes. He was never around.’
‘OK, let’s finish with “Peter”. Thank you, David.’
David left the stage, and Paul cleared the chairs off the stage helped by another 

group member.
‘So, shall we go to a scene with your father?’
‘Yes.’
In the warm-up the group had been asked to remem ber a toy from their child-

hood. George had initially found the exer cise diffi cult, but had even tu ally role-
reversed with, and become, a very upright milit ary toy soldier his father had given 
him. Playing this toy had reminded him of his diffi culties at work as an adult. 
Later, follow ing a scene with a former super visor he suddenly felt as if he was once 
more a little boy. He had remembered that this was how he felt with his father. He 
agreed with the director to explore the meet ings between himself and his father.

‘Where do you meet your father?’
‘In the local coffee shop. When he did turn up to see me that is! My mother 

wouldn’t have him in her house so we had to go some where to talk. He didn’t have 
a car then . . .’

Paul felt that George was losing his energy and spon taneity as fears and 
anxiety began to return.

‘OK George, show us this coffee shop. Set it up for us.’
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George looked a little lost.
‘It was all so long ago, I’m not sure I can remem ber.’
Paul felt that he needed to contain George’s anxiety and resist ance by some 

firm direct ing.
‘Stand in the doorway of this coffee shop. What is its name?’
‘Tea for Two. I never liked the name, or the sulky woman who served there. And 

the pot plants always looked half dead! What a dreary place it was.’
‘So, set this scene. Where was the serving counter and the tables?’
George now seemed to be recall ing more about the ‘Tea for Two’ café, 

memor ies perhaps he hadn’t had for years. He quickly set the scene: the tables 
and chairs, the dying pot plants. You could almost smell the dusty atmo sphere. 
Paul was delighted. His prot ag on ist had refound his spon taneity. Clinically he 
was pleased too. He felt that George had much to sort out with his father. However, 
he remembered George telling the group how frus trated his wife could become 
with him. Paul noted the link between George’s frus tra tions with his super i ors 
and his wife’s complaints about him.

Continued on page 82.

REPETITIONS – THE PAST RELIVED

Like Andy Capp’s, George’s beha viour had changed little since he was a young man.
As became clear in the psycho drama he repeated the same patterns of frus tra-

tion and complaint with almost any ‘father’ figure he met in his adult life, a 
problem that could be attrib uted to the process of the trans fer ence (discussed in 
the previ ous chapter). What is it that drives these repet it ive patterns in people’s 
lives? Why is it that so many of us continue to be stuck in old ways of being?

Whatever controls these beha viour patterns must be firmly entrenched within 
our inner world because we carry it every where. We may change part ners, jobs, 
or even coun tries without being able to alter our well-established mode of inter ac-
tion. ‘It’ contin ues to emerge with great force, often against our conscious will, 
leading at times to the most trouble some circum stances.

George, when asked how old he felt in the scene with Peter, made an imme di ate 
asso ci ation with his child hood; he said that he felt 7 or 8 years old. Paul sugges ted 
to him that his feel ings might be linked to his rela tion ship with his father. Using 
the psycho dra matic method George had asso ci ated his prob lems at work with 
events in his past: situ ations linked by his inner world. Let us consider how this 
realm of the mind is created.

FREUD AND AN INFANT’S NEEDS

In order to put modern psycho ana lytic theory in context let us once more consider 
Freud’s views on the infant and its rela tion ships with its surround ings. Freud  
was mostly (but not entirely) concerned with the ‘closed system’ of an  
indi vidual’s psyche or mind, which he saw as the psycho lo gical accom pani - 
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ment of biolo gical processes. He was much less concerned with the infant’s  
rela tion ships with others.

He believed that people have instincts or drives that have a biolo gical origin 
(Freud 1915). He observed what he called the ‘ego-instincts’ (such as thirst or 
hunger). These are concerned with ‘preser va tion, asser tion, and the magni fic a tion 
of the indi vidual’ (Freud 1933) and influ ence the indi vidual’s rela tion ship with 
external stimuli such as danger or the pres ence of food.

He also described other psycho lo gical instincts. These arise from the id which 
contains

everything that is inher ited, that is present at birth, that is laid down in the 
consti tu tion – above all there fore, the instincts, which origin ate from the somatic 
organ iz a tion and which find a psych ical expres sion here [in the id] in forms 
unknown to us.

(Freud 1940: 376)

One of these id instincts, Freud said, was linked to sex and the human need to 
procre ate and continue the species. Since he saw a link between sex and love he 
called this instinct the libido (or Eros). It repres ents a force for life.

Later, in 1920, perhaps after his exper i ences of the horrors of the First World War, 
he decided human kind had a further id instinct or drive. This involved the psychic 
energy of aggres sion and the need to destroy. This death instinct, or a drive to destruc-
tion, was later called, appar ently by the analyst Federn, ‘thanatos’ (from the Greek 
for death). According to Freud, this force in people attempts to return them to their 
previ ous inor ganic, disor gan ised state. It is in oppos i tion to the life force or libido.

The mech an isms of the psyche were, for Freud, those of the nineteenth-century 
sciences. Psychic energy, the drives or instincts, had a source, the id, and, like 
water arising from a spring, could be dammed, result ing in prob lems or symp toms 
as the pres sure built up and sought release. Like hunger or thirst these psycho lo-
gical drives produce an internal disturb ance that requires release through discharge 
or satis fac tion.

These instincts seek ‘objects’ onto which to release their energy, much as the 
elec trical energy of light ning in a thun der storm will seek a church steeple or a tree. 
If they are held back they will force their own release, a situ ation that results in 
psycho lo gical prob lems or symptom form a tion. In the jargon of psycho ana lysis they 
‘cathect’ these ‘objects’, which may be a part of the infant itself or part of another:

We can distin guish an instinct’s source, object and aim. Its source is a state 
of excite ment in the body, its aim is the removal of that excite ment. . . . The 
aim can be achieved in the subject’s own body: as a rule an external object is 
brought in.

New Introductory Lectures (Freud 1933: 128)

The manner in which the basic instincts or drives are handled in child hood determ-
ines the subsequent devel op ment of the human person al ity.
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Freud described, at differ ent times, two rather incon sist ent views about the 
ways in which, he felt, the newborn infant relates to the world (see Balint 1968).

He origin ally sugges ted that the baby needs, to gain the satis fac tion of the release 
of its libido, an external object which is separ ate and outside the baby’s body. The 
instinct gains release ‘with the taking of nour ish ment. The sexual instinct has a 
sexual object outside the infant’s own body in the shape of the mother’s breast’ 
(Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality, Freud 1905b: 144). He later wrote that:

Sucking at the mother’s breast is the start ing point of the whole of sexual 
life. . . . This sucking involves making the mother’s breast the first object of 
the sexual instinct. I can give you no idea of the import ant bearing of this first 
object choice upon the choice of every later object.

(Freud 1916–17: 356)

Freud, however, also postu lated that the infant’s earli est drives were direc ted 
towards parts of them selves (being less aware of those around them) rather than 
towards others. He called this the phase of ‘primary narciss ism’ in which the 
infant inter acts with its own body using its instincts in an ‘auto-erotic’ way. 
According to this theory, only later does the child begin to make rela tion ships of 
psycho lo gical import ance to it with others.

A NEW WORLD – THE EARLIEST PERIOD OF  
AN INFANT’S LIFE

Object rela tions theory, on the other hand, considers the infant to be an ‘open 
system’ in constant rela tion ship to the external world. This activ ity results in the 
creation of an inner world which can be studied as it devel ops in child hood (see 
Stern’s The Interpersonal World of the Infant 1985 or his Diary of a Baby 1991), 
or in the analytic consult ing room or psycho drama theatre.

It is perhaps logical to start with the foetus’s life and exper i ences in the womb. 
The psycho ana lyst Michael Balint described this envir on ment as:

prob ably undif fer en ti ated; on the one hand, there are as yet no objects in it; 
on the other hand, it has hardly any struc ture, in partic u lar no sharp bound-
ar ies towards the indi vidual; envir on ment and the indi vidual penet rate into 
each other, they exist together in a ‘harmo ni ous mix-up’.

The Basic Fault (Balint 1968: 66)

It is clear from recent research that the foetus is not totally psycho lo gic ally 
fused with the mother. Some exper i ences from the world outside do indeed seem 
to penet rate the uterus and affect the growing foetus (see Stern 1985:92). However, 
the womb is still a relat ively safe place from which the infant must emerge at birth 
into the big world outside. A world in which many others exist with whom the 
infant must relate. It is an envir on ment full of new sounds, sights, smells, and 
other exper i ences, with new and excit ing possib il it ies and dangers with which the 
baby must come to terms as it devel ops phys ic ally and psycho lo gic ally.
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RELATIONSHIPS, MOTIVATION, AND EMOTIONS

From the moment of birth the infant begins to relate to others. What is it that 
promotes these rela tion ships with the world and what are the consequences for the 
inner world?

An infant is not a passive object; it moves, cries, and in time will smile, walk, 
and seek the company of others. It has motiv a tional forces that are related to  
the basic needs that include food, sleep, and contact with others (and later in life 
sex): all funda mental aspects of any animal’s phys ical survival. These systems 
involve inher ited instincts and drives and produce complic ated patterns of  
beha viour often involving objects or other people (see Buck 1988 for a review). It 
is the memory of these activ it ies which forms the basis of a child’s inner world of 
memor ies.

There are other inher ited systems which act as a drive or motiv a tion towards 
the organ isa tion and integ ra tion of the memor ies laid down in the psyche. Such 
progress is crucial for the infant’s survival because, like other higher animals, we 
are not simple programmed beings. Unlike ants we are able to learn and thus adapt 
ourselves to our envir on ment.

Feelings or emotions are psychic phenom ena asso ci ated with the motiv a tional 
systems. They have a physiolo gical basis, and can be described as ‘drive deriv at-
ives’ as they occur as a consequence of a drive’s need for expres sion (Kernberg 
1976: 29–30). An indi vidual’s emotional state depends on the neuro physiolo gical 
responses occur ring in the brain as the consequence of motiv ated beha viour (or 
other exper i ences).

Emotions provide inform a tion to the indi vidual about the state of their drive or 
motiv a tional systems. In computer terms they provide the psyche with a ‘read-out’ 
or ‘feed back’ about specific drive activ it ies and the asso ci ated physiolo gical 
consequences (Buck 1988).

Freud pointed out that anxiety (a feeling) acted as a signal to the psyche of the 
pres ence of danger, which he saw as being poten tially external (perhaps a lion in 
the street) or internal (for example, conflict between the id’s needs and the 
restraints of the super-ego and external reality).

Emotions also provide others, through the body’s responses, with a ‘read-out’ 
about an indi vidual’s state. Such a ‘read-out’ is called commu nic a tion. The facial 
expres sion and cries of a baby soon inform the mother that the baby is in a partic-
u lar emotional state: a state that relates to a motiv a tional system, for example, the 
need for food or phys ical comfort.

The rising level of sexual hormones in an adoles cent boy stirs up the inher ited 
drive for sex. The teen ager will feel randy and excited (feed back to his psycho lo-
gical systems) and may also uncon sciously commu nic ate his desires to others, 
thus giving them inform a tion about the state of his drives. It is of course obvious 
that much commu nic a tion between people about the state of the sexual drives is 
conscious.
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Child George

Paul remembered that in a previ ous session George had described how, as a child, he 
had a need (or motiv a tion) for phys ical comfort from his mother. This drove him to 
seek the warmth of her bed: an activ ity that involved verbal and non-verbal commu-
nic a tion between mother and son. In the safety of his mother’s arms he felt pleas ure. 
Thus this emotion was the drive deriv at ive of the motiv a tion to seek phys ical secur ity.

THE PHYSIOLOGICAL ASPECTS OF PSYCHIC 
DEVELOPMENT

We have our psycho lo gical roots in our organic inher it ance with its internal 
physiolo gical and biochem ical mech an isms. However, from the moment of birth 
the infant is aware of its envir on ment: it sees, it hears the voices of the parents, the 
doctors and the nurses, it feels the slap on the buttocks after deliv ery, and it has a 
sense of smell. The smal lest child is involved in highly complex rela tion ships 
with others (Stern 1985). For example, a tiny newborn infant can distin guish the 
special smell of its mother from all other mothers (MacFarlane 1975).

It is impossible to know exactly how the infant exper i ences the world. We do 
know that the phys ical struc ture of the brain is still imma ture and that the number 
of neurons will go on increas ing in number for some time after birth. With this 
growth comes a devel op ing soph ist ic a tion and complex ity in the func tion ing of 
the nervous system.

Many of the crucial devel op ments are governed by the infant’s inher ited 
(genetic) poten tial. They occur regard less of the child’s exper i ences in the external 
world. Blind and deaf chil dren, who have never heard or seen the world, still 
develop many basic facial expres sions which they use correctly in appro pri ate 
situ ations (Buck 1988).

‘However, physiolo gists have demon strated that the anatom ical, biochem ical, 
and func tional devel op ment of the brains of animals is by no means totally inde-
pend ent of life exper i ences (Buck 1988). Presumably, too, what occurs, or exists, 
around the baby has profound consequences on certain funda mental features of its 
devel op ing brain.

For example, a kitten reared in a world without hori zontal lines in its visual 
exper i ence will never be able to respond (psycho lo gic ally or physiolo gic ally) to a 
hori zontal visual stim u lus. As a consequence of the quality of its exper i ences as a 
kitten the neces sary cells for such a response cannot func tion in the visual cortex 
of the adult cat (see Goldstein 1989).

For the human infant, too, exper i ences of the external world have an influ ence 
on the inner world, in a physiolo gical sense. It has been said that indi vidu als 
brought up in an envir on ment full of the curves of round mud huts and trees and 
without the straight lines and angles of brick-built houses (as may have occurred 
in the past in parts of Africa) have trouble with percep tual tasks or illu sions that 
involve straight lines and corners (Gregory 1966: 161).
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It seems reas on able to assume that the devel op ing psyche and person al ity are 
(to some extent) accom pan ied by similar neuro physiolo gical processes in the 
brain in which the genetic dispos i tion of the infant acts to bring order to its exper-
i ences of the world.

Although there remains a great gulf between the know ledge of human neuro-
physiology and anatomy and the amaz ingly complex func tion ing of the human 
psyche, as the years pass Freud’s dream of relat ing the biolo gical with the psycho-
lo gical is nearer fruition.

PSYCHOLOGICAL ASPECTS OF PSYCHIC 
DEVELOPMENT: BIRTH AND AFTER

At birth the umbil icus is cut to allow the infant a life phys ic ally separ ate from  
the mother. However, the psycho lo gical ties may last longer. Some  
psycho ana lysts considered that the infant discov ers only slowly that the  
other person (often mother) is not the same as itself (see J. Klein 1987).  
However, this concep tu al isa tion seems to have been based, in part, on  
those disturbed chil dren and adults who are for ever unclear about what  
belongs to them selves and what belongs to others, with bound ar ies that remain  
for ever blurred, leading to psychotic (and perhaps autistic) confu sions.  
Most infants are, in fact, aware that they are separ ate from others in their world 
(Stern 1985: 105).

As infants (or adults) we sense the world (with eyes, nose, ears), a process that 
leads to activ ity in the neurons which is analysed by the nervous system to form 
percep tions. These physiolo gical exper i ences may then be remembered, laid 
down as records in the mind together with the asso ci ated emotional responses. 
This, of course, is a process that contin ues through out life (Buck 1988; Goldstein 
1989): We hear (or sense) sound, we perceive music, we appre ci ate Mozart with 
pleas ure.

We have five senses, and there is evid ence that the final memory or  
repres ent a tion of an exper i ence is amodal, that it involves features from more  
than one sensory modal ity (Stern 1985: 51); that is, the mind auto mat ic ally  
integ rates into one percep tion inform a tion about the sight, sound, and smell of an 
exper i ence.

It might be assumed that for the tiny infant almost every exper i ence (in  
its narrow new world) is notable and memor able. However, its cognit ive  
mech an isms are still imma ture and the analysis of the sensa tions into  
percep tions will be incom plete and simple. The infant’s psyche will become  
filled with many new memor ies which will be asso ci ated with aspects of  
the physiolo gical response appro pri ate to the feeling or affect exper i enced at  
the time.

Just as the nervous system co-ordinates the infant’s devel op ing motor skills 
such as sitting up and walking, it is the task of the infant’s devel op ing psyche to 
start to make sense of and integ rate all this inform a tion.
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A THEORY OF OBJECT RELATIONSHIPS

How do drives, emotions, and memory traces produce the complex inner world of 
indi vidu als such as Andy Capp or George?

George’s exper i ences of his rela tion ship with his father when he gave him the 
toy soldier became part of his inner world. His senses gave him inform a tion about 
the meeting. He also had asso ci ated feel ings, of unhap pi ness, anxiety, and anger 
with both his parents which became internal records or memor ies that were 
re-enacted in the psycho drama.

The infant’s first memor ies are simpler than those inter n al ised by George when 
he met his father. However, they are the basis of the devel op ing inner world.

The American psycho ana lyst Otto Kernberg has proposed an object rela tions 
theory explain ing these psychic devel op ments (Kernberg 1975, 1976, 1980). He 
described how the infant’s rela tion ships with the external world result in changes 
in its psyche. This process, which he called ‘inter n al isa tion’, becomes more 
complex with increas ing age. He wrote:

Introjections, iden ti fic a tions and ego iden tity are three levels of the process of 
inter n al isa tion: all three will be referred to compre hens ively as iden ti fic a tions 
systems. All these processes of inter n al isa tion bring about psychic precip it-
ates or struc tures for which we will use exactly the same term as for 
the respect ive mech an isms. Introjection, for example, will be considered 
to be both a process of the psychic appar atus and as a result of the process, a 
struc ture.

Object-Relations Theory and Clinical Psychoanalysis 
(Kernberg 1976: 25; my italics)

Josephine Klein (1987) called the process ‘learn ing’ and the struc tural products 
in the psyche ‘memory traces’. Certainly these terms more readily coin cide with 
our every day exper i ence of the world.

Let us consider Kernberg’s three levels or stages of inter n al isa tion: intro jec-
tions (discussed below), iden ti fic a tions, and ego iden tity (see Chapter 5).

Kernberg’s level 1: intro jec tion

Kernberg suggests that the psychic memory traces, taken into the infant’s psyche 
at this stage of inter n al isa tion, consist of three basic elements or compon ents:

a object-images or object-representations,
b self-images or self-representations, and
c drive deriv at ives or dispos i tions to specific affect ive states.

(Kernberg 1976: 26)

The process of ‘remem ber ing’ depends on the infant sensing and perceiv ing 
someone (or some thing) in the external world. The memory of an-other (or  
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object) is then linked to a memory of the self (as exper i enced at the time of the 
inter ac tion and subsequent percep tion) together with the affects or feel ings 
exist ing in the infant at that point in time.

These early internal psychic struc tures consist of repres ent a tions of only two 
objects in rela tion ship, for at this stage the infant is mostly aware of only two 
things at any one point in time: itself and another.

The inner objects that result from the inter n al isa tion or memory of the self (in 
rela tion ship with the other) could be called ‘self-objects’. However, this term, in 
the form ‘selfob ject’, has already been appro pri ated by Heinz Kohut (1977) for a 
differ ent psycho ana lytic concept. Therefore, in this book, I propose to call this 
inner object an ‘I-object’, a term that reflects the concerns of both Martin Buber, 
with his ideas about I–Thou rela tion ships (Cooper 1990), and the psycho ana lyst 
Joyce McDougall who referred to the I that is involved in, among other things, 
repe ti tions (McDougall 1966: 4 and 7). The recip rocal inner objects could be 
called ‘thou-objects’. I will, however, continue to call them ‘other-objects’, as this 
term is more in line with modern usage in English.

Kernberg, like Freud, concep tu al ises the psyche as consist ing of the two basic 
human drives, aggres sion and libido, which promote, and are an integ ral part of, 
human inter ac tions. However, he stresses that they are not rigid, separ ate, genet-
ic ally given forces, but reflect the nervous system’s ability to have pleas ur able 
and painful affects along the polar ity ‘good’ to ‘bad’.

Libido is the drive to have pleas ur able exper i ences which result in the physiolo-
gical responses asso ci ated with posit ive feel ings or affects. Negative feel ings (say 
of anger or frus tra tion) are often asso ci ated with the aggress ive drive. Kernberg 
believes that in the two basic drives ‘the affect ive colour ing of both the object-
image and the self-image [are] under the influ ence of the drive repres ent at ive 
present at the time of the inter ac tion’ (Kernberg 1976: 29).

Or, to put it another way, the object rela tion ship remembered by the infant  
is linked with the mood pertain ing at the time. If the instinct seeking release  
was ‘libido’ the mood (or affect) would be posit ive or pleas ur able. If the  
drive was ‘aggres sion’ then the mood would be one of anger or distress. Thus  
a basic early memory trace, or triad of exper i ence, has three parts, as illus trated  
in Figure 4.1.

Let’s look at a simple example:

A hungry baby is sucking from its mother’s breast, giving it the sensa tion of 
satis fac tion and pleas ure.

The image of the object (other-object or object repres ent a tion) may be that of 
the breast (or indeed just the nipple) as the imma ture infant psyche cannot yet 
perceive that the breast is part of some thing larger, namely its mother. The image 
of the self (I-object or self-representation) is the mouth (or indeed perhaps just the 
lips); again the infant, due to its cognit ive imma tur ity, may not yet be able to 
perceive as parts of an integ rated whole (itself) the separ ate parts of its body. The 
affect is one of pleas ure.
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Kernberg suggests that in this initial phase of intro jec tion, the infant does not 
possess the percept ive and cognit ive abil it ies to recog nise the role aspects of the 
rela tion ship.

Obviously the ‘other’ (in this case the mother) also has her own internal world, 
but one that is more complex, soph ist ic ated (and one hopes adult) than that of her 
baby. Unless the mother is deeply psycho lo gic ally disturbed she will see her baby 
as a whole separ ate being, and she will also have a view of herself as a complex 
person with many integ rated roles (mother, wife, friend, worker, and indeed child 
to her own parents).

Figure 4.1 The triad of exper i ence.

I-object ( 1 )

(2 )

(3 )O ther-ob ject

In the inner world the self-representation or I-object (1) is in relationship with the 
representation of an-other or other-object (3). The memory trace of this dyad is 
associated with the appropriate affectual colouring (2), creating a triad of experience.
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This rela tion ship laid down in the mind is shown diagram mat ic ally in Figure 4.2. 
I have chosen to link the I-object with the other-object with a zig-zag line to illus-
trate the complex ity of the object rela tion ship, includ ing as it does aspects of roles 
and affects or feel ings.

Figure 4.2 

BABY

I-object e.g. “mouth"

e.g. “breast”Other-object

SPACE BETWEEN PEOPLE

e.g. “My baby V  
who takes food”

e.g. “My role as 
a mother who 
gives food'

I-object

Other-object

MOTHER
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M-other and self

As I have described, Balint and other psycho ana lysts see the infant at birth as not 
being psycho lo gic ally separ ated from the m-other, a view that is central to much 
psycho ana lytic writing. For example, Kernberg sugges ted that, for the tiniest 
infant, the situ ation is not quite like that illus trated in Figure 4.2 for:

in the earli est intro jec tions the object and self-image are not yet  
differ en ti ated from each other, and the defin i tion of intro jec tion sugges ted 
really corres ponds to a some what later stage in which success ive 

Figure 4.3 
Note: For the sake of clarity the terms Iobject and otherobject have been abbre vi ated 
to I and other.

I I I I I I I I

other other other other other other other other

—ve +ve +ve —ve +ve +ve —ve —ve
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differ en ti ations, refu sions and redif fer en ti ations of the self- and object-
images have finally crys tal lized into clearly delim ited compon ents.

(Kernberg 1976: 29)

This view is not suppor ted by recent work in devel op mental psycho logy (Stern 
1985). However, whatever the exact details of the infant’s earli est exper i ences of 
self and other, it soon begins to accu mu late many separ ate and unin teg rated object 
rela tion ships each with its asso ci ated mood or affect.

Put diagram mat ic ally, the inner world of the infant begins to look like 

Figure 4.4 

I I I I I I I I

-fve +ve +ve +ve —ve —ve —ve —ve

other other other other other other other other



64 The inner world outside

Figure 4.3, a float ing mass of unor gan ised object rela tion ships. Kernberg, no 
doubt having had a good scientific train ing, describes these object rela tion ships as 
having either a ‘posit ive or negat ive valence’. (The ‘valency’ of an ion or molecule 
depends on whether it has a posit ive or negat ive elec tric charge.)

Order begins to grow from chaos

The drives, in their various ways, act to promote the survival of the indi vidual and 
the species. They are also, accord ing to Kernberg, the organ isa tional forces in the 
psyche. Their ability to add affect ive colour to the object rela tion ships is crucial 
in the process, an early func tion of the infant’s ego, that sorts out the initially 
random memory traces result ing from the infant’s exper i ences.

The drives come to repres ent two poles or extremes (pleas ure and pain) of the 
possible affect ive states asso ci ated with the memory traces in the infant’s psyche. 
According to Kernberg, initial organ isa tion is by valency, negat ive and posit ive. 
Order is brought from chaos by the asso ci ation within the psyche of various object 
rela tion ships with the same affec tional valency. Positive (or ‘good’) memory 
traces become asso ci ated with one pole (libido) and traces asso ci ated with 
negat ive (or ‘bad’) feel ings with the other. Thus the process of integ ra tion within 
the psyche begins and is well under way by the time the baby is three months old 
(Kernberg 1976).

Stern does not accept that such a clear-cut separ a tion into ‘good’ and ‘bad’ 
exists in the infant’s psyche. However, he wrote that:

In spite of this critique [of Kernberg’s views], I do believe that infants will 
group inter per sonal exper i ences into various pleas ur able and unpleas ur able 
categor ies, that is, into hedonic clusters. The forming of hedonic clusters of 
exper i ence, however, is differ ent from dicho tom iz ing or split ting all inter per-
sonal exper i ence along hedonic lines.

(Stern 1985: 253)

Melanie Klein also saw the infant’s psyche as having ‘good’ and ‘bad’ realms, 
but she saw this separ a tion or ‘split ting’ as an active psycho lo gic ally defens ive 
act, keeping ‘good’ and ‘bad’ apart. I will return to this point later.

So, in the inner world there begins to be a degree of fusion or integ ra tion of 
both the I-object and the other-objects or repres ent a tions. Diagrammatically the 
psyche begins to look like Figure 4.4 on p. 63.



Chapter 5

Relationships and roles

 Roles?

What would you be to me,
Mother or child?
Or is there someone else?
You seem not to know
I cannot tell.

This morning I watched unnoticed,
Fighting fear as I saw
The iron-rigid stance,
The tight, locked-up lips,
The tense, martyred move ments
And hot, angry eyes.

Just for a moment I saw
Another mother at her hated task.
(Are dish-water hands
Always so venge ful?)
My little, lonely child
Loved, but was unloved
In that stiff, armoured back,
In that war-weary silence,
In those resent ing steps
And go-away gaze.

Yet within hours you came
Looking lost and bereft,
Baby-wet eyes plead ing
For the mother in me
To hold and cherish,
To comfort and love
Your forgiv able child.
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I saw her again then
Child-bride at her sink,
Softer and sadder,
Too young for her task.
Salt-streaked cheeks
And quiv er ing lips
Needing mater nal reas sur ance
And feeding forgive ness
At a too-young breast.

What would I be to you,
Child to the mother
Or mother to child?
Or is there someone else,
Searching through time-locked roles
For release into self?

‘ME’ 30/3/90

SO WHY MAKE RELATIONSHIPS?

The poet ME described the pain that may occur in rela tion ships, espe cially when 
there is confu sion over roles.

But other people are essen tial for our survival. George needed his mother, he 
had from his birth. He also needed his father, and had started his rela tion ship with 
him when he was only hours old. Like all chil dren, his contacts with others were 
crucial for his phys ical and emotional survival. But his parents hated each other 
and were constantly fight ing. These events caused him anxiety and pain.

Before we go on to consider the next stages of the process of inter n al isa tion as 
described by Kernberg, let us pause a moment and consider psycho ana lytic views 
about what drives the infant, then the child, and finally the adult into making any 
contacts with the great world around it, for without such contact no internal 
‘object rela tion ships’ will ever develop.

Freud asso ci ated the process of relat ing with the instinctual need for the expres-
sion or release of the drives from the id which for their satis fac tion, or pleas ure, 
must cathect an object.

The British psycho ther ap ist Ronald Fairbairn saw the libido, however, as 
primar ily object seeking (Fairbairn 1952: 176). The basic drive in the indi vidual 
(and thus the infant) is to find an ‘object’, or, in more common language, someone 
else. In the infant this drive is clearly related to survival, as it needs someone 
(usually mother) to provide food, warmth, comfort, and safety. In adults this 
‘object’-seeking drive is related to finding other people for, among other things, 
close rela tion ships, sex, and procre ation.

I am person ally sympath etic to this view, finding it more compat ible with  
an ethno lo gical view of ‘man the animal’. Konrad Lorenz described how a  
funda mental instinct of an animal is to bond to a mother figure. For infant  
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ducks this bonding occurs to the first object heard to quack, be this a ‘a fat  
white Pekin duck, or a still fatter man’ (Lorenz 1952; see also Bowlby 1969). 
Lorenz was ‘mother’ to the duck lings and they followed him.

In 1963 Fairbairn summar ised his theor et ical views. His first seven points were:

1 An ego is present from birth.
2 Libido is a func tion of the ego.
3 There is no death instinct; and aggres sion is a reac tion to frus tra tion or 

depriva tion.
4 Since libido is a func tion of the ego and aggres sion is a reac tion to frus tra tion 

or depriva tion, there is no such thing as the ‘id’.
5 The ego, and there fore libido, is funda ment ally object-seeking.
6 The earli est and original form of anxiety, as exper i enced by the child, is 

separation-anxiety.
7 Internalization of the object is a defens ive measure origin ally adopted by the 

child to deal with his original object (the mother and her breast) in so far as it 
is unsat is fy ing.

‘Synopsis of an object-relations theory of the person al ity’  
(Fairbairn 1963: 224)

Negative feel ings or affects are not the result of the death instinct, but of libid-
inal attach ment to bad objects (Fairbairn 1952: 78).

I am, however, less convinced by Fairbairn’s view that the first objects (people) 
inter n al ised are ‘bad objects’; a process which, he postu lates, occurs so the infant 
can cope with a frus trat ing or bad external object (say the mother). Fairbairn wrote:

the inter n al isa tion of bad objects repres ents an attempt on the part of the child 
to make objects in his envir on ment ‘good’ by taking upon himself the burden 
of their appar ent ‘badness’, and thus to make his envir on ment toler able. This 
defens ive attempt to estab lish outer secur ity is purchased at the price of inner 
insec ur ity.

Psychoanalytic Studies of the Personality (Fairbairn 1952: 164)

In the model described in this book the infant inter n al ises all exper i ences, in the 
form of pairs of inner objects with the asso ci ated posit ive or negat ive affects, 
which are based on the neuro physiolo gical response of the infant at the time the 
rela tion ship was occur ring.

George’s need for others in infancy (J. Klein 1987) was the first step towards 
the creation of his inner world, filled with object rela tion ships coloured by both 
posit ive and negat ive affects.

Kernberg’s level 2: iden ti fic a tion

Indentify: asso ci ate (. . . oneself) insep ar ably or very closely (with a party, 
policy, etc.) . . . estab lish the iden tity of . . .

(Concise Oxford Dictionary 1990)
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As time passes the infant’s nervous system contin ues to grow and mature, and 
along with these phys ical and neuro physiolo gical changes the struc ture and  
func tion ing of the psyche (or ego) becomes more complex and soph ist ic ated.

Kernberg sugges ted that by the end of the first year of life, as its percept ive and 
cognit ive abil it ies develop, the baby is able to:

recog nise the role aspects of inter per sonal inter ac tion. Role implies the pres-
ence of a socially recog nized func tion that is being carried out by the object 
or by both parti cipants in the inter ac tion.

(Kernberg 1976: 30)

In this more advanced form of inter n al isa tion the infant becomes aware of and 
learns about those roles it takes in response to the recip rocal roles of others. 
Indeed they become part of the inner world.

We thus return to our example of the mother feeding her child: for the young 
child the mother has the role of the ‘feeder’ or ‘giver’, while the baby itself has the 
role of ‘the fed’ or ‘taker’. The roles asso ci ated with feeding are likely to be inter-
n al ised with a posit ive affect ive colour ing, although a bad exper i ence for the baby 
while feeding may result in an inter n al isa tion asso ci ated with a negat ive affect.

Other possible roles, such as ‘the smacked’ and the recip rocal role of ‘the 
beater’, are asso ci ated with negat ive feel ings such as despair, fury, and pain.

As with intro jec tions, these more complex and richer iden ti fic a tions tend to 
remain asso ci ated with others of like affect ive status. Thus the dyads of, say, 
feeder–fed, kisser–kissed, comforter–comfor ted become asso ci ated together in 
the mind, forming indeed a rather ideal ised inner image of both ‘self’ (fed/kissed/
comfor ted) and ‘other’ (feeder/kisser/comforter). Likewise those object rela tion-
ships asso ci ated with negat ive feel ings also remain asso ci ated.

Moreno too was very concerned about roles which he defined as:

the actual and tangible forms which the self takes. We thus define the role as 
the func tion ing form the indi vidual assumes in the specific moment he reacts 
to a specific situ ation in which other persons or objects are involved. The 
symbolic repres ent a tion of this func tion ing form, perceived by others, is 
called the role. The form is created by past exper i ences and the cultural 
patterns of the society in which he lives. . . . Every role is a fusion of private 
and collect ive elements. Every role has two sides, a private and collect ive 
side.

(Moreno 1961 in Fox 1987: 62)

Moreno thus adds to the personal and devel op mental (but still socially deter m-
ined) aspects of the ‘role’ described by Kernberg another element: society’s view 
of a role, say that of ‘mother’ or ‘doctor’, a view that contains histor ical, cultural, 
and polit ical elements. This results in time, in the child or adult, in the creation of 
soph ist ic ated internal roles that integ rate the personal and private with the public.

In time there is a degree of fusion of objects (and their asso ci ated roles). If  
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for the moment we consider only the child’s rela tion ship with its mother, four 
possible integ rated inner objects exist. There are inner ‘good’ and ‘bad’ I-objects 
and the recip rocal inner ‘good’ and ‘bad’ (m)other-objects. It must be stressed 
that all four are part of the inner world of the infant. All are aspects of its devel-
op ing psyche. To continue with our diagrams, the inner world of iden ti fic a tions 
looks rather like Figure 5.1.

These iden ti fic a tions integ rate various objects and roles by the affec tual 
colour ing. However, it is appar ent that even tu ally the psyche also integ rates  
roles by other qual it ies, such as ‘male ness’ or ‘mater nal features’. The  

Figure 5.1 
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result ing asso ci ations of roles have theor et ical links with the concepts of ‘role 
clusters’ described in psycho drama.

The super-ego, accord ing to psycho ana lytic theory, devel ops rather later in the 
child’s life. It may also be considered to be a role cluster, being an asso ci ation of 
the memory traces of object rela tion ships involved with the external prohib i tions 
of parents and, later, society.

Kernberg went on to point out that:

Since iden ti fic a tions imply the inter n al isa tion of roles . . . beha vi oural mani-
fest a tions of the indi vidual, which express one or both of the recip rocal roles 
of the respect ive inter ac tion, become a predom in ant result of iden ti fic a-
tion. . . . The child learns his own, at first more pass ively exper i enced roles as 
part of his self-image compon ent of the iden ti fic a tion. He also learns mother’s 
roles (as part of mother’s object-image) and may at some time re-enact those 
roles.

(Kernberg 1976: 31)

Thus the child will at times play at being ‘mother’, feeding his dolls and teddy 
bear. At other times he will punish them and, perhaps, ‘send them to bed without 
food’. If he has been beaten or shouted at, he may assault his toys.

It is as if the ‘self’ who actu ally engages in beha viour (or games), at any one 
point in time, can become one of (again in a simpli fied form) the four basic poles 
of the inter n al ised objects. This is shown in Figure 5.2.

In fact it seems prob able that in the state in which the ‘self’ feels itself to be like 
an inter n al ised other-object an inter me di ate step in the psyche has occurred in 
which the self-representation intro jects, or iden ti fies with, aspects of the internal 
repres ent a tion in its psyche of others. This is the reverse of what Sandler (1988: 
16) described as stage one project ive iden ti fic a tion (see Chapter 8), and thus may 
be seen as a form of intro ject ive iden ti fic a tion. These processes occur within the 
inner world and do not (at this point) involve people or objects outside the mind. 
They thus occur in phant asy.

Life is exper i enced as all ‘good’ or all ‘bad’. People are not exper i enced as 
whole or integ rated. Indeed rela tion ships between self and other may still be 
conceived of as being between parts of people (e.g. breasts, mouths, hands). The 
self (or the other: breast, mother, father, etc.) is either great, ideal ised, and 
all-providing, or the self (or the other) is awful and denig rated.

George too had inter n al ised roles, but, as he had moved beyond these early 
stages in his psychic devel op ment, his roles were more complex, and involved 
inter ac tions of differ ent sub-roles. In every day life he considered himself to be a 
male social worker; however, concep tu ally this role could be separ ated into its 
original compon ents, a task that could be under taken in a psycho drama. His male-
ness resul ted from a role iden ti fic a tion with his father, while the roles of feeder 
and supplier, which he enacted in his job as a caring social worker, were linked to 
internal object rela tion ships involving his mother.
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Melanie Klein and the paranoid-schizoid posi tion

Klein’s theor ies of early human devel op ment are complex, and differ ent in 
import ant ways from the ideas developed in this book. However, there are 
import ant simil ar it ies (which is not surpris ing as Klein was one of the first object 
rela tions theor ists). Her views are well reviewed in the books by Hanna Segal 
(1964 and 1973, 1979) and Hinshelwood (1989).

Klein’s writ ings seem to propose an inner world in which the inner objects 
exist, float ing free on their own rather than in dyads (with asso ci ated affects),  

Figure 5.2 
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as described in this book. The outcome, in terms of psychic struc ture, in Klein’s 
view is similar even if the mech an isms whereby the inner world devel ops in an 
infant are rather differ ent.

Her model of early psychic devel op ment depends heavily on her belief in the 
two basic instincts and drives. For her the inner world in the infant was a place 
where active psycho lo gical ‘phant as ies’ (of love and destruc tion) control and 
order mental life from the start.

Melanie Klein too described the inner world of the infant as consist ing of inner 
objects kept apart from each other. However, for her, this situ ation was the result 
of a split ting process in the psyche asso ci ated with the mech an ism of projec tion. 
She called this phase of devel op ment (which she dated as the first few months of 
life) the ‘paranoid-schizoid posi tion’.

For Klein the defens ive process of projec tion was of crucial import ance in 
infancy; aspects of the ‘death instinct’ are projec ted onto the external object which 
is then perceived as ‘bad’. The libido may also be projec ted so the object (say the 
mother’s breast) is then perceived as ‘good’.

These external objects (now coloured by projec ted affects) can then be inter n-
al ised to become parts of the infant’s psyche (internal objects). The result ing 
objects, such as the ‘internal breast’, remain actively split or separ ated within  
the child’s psyche, as a defence against the over whelm ing anxiety that would 
occur if the ‘good’ psychic object were to be damaged by the sadistic destruct ive 
impulses (the ‘death’ instinct or aggress ive drive) asso ci ated with the ‘bad’ 
internal objects.

In this early phase of life the imma ture ego must defend against the anxi et ies 
that could not be toler ated if an attempt were made to integ rate ‘good’ and ‘bad’ 
internal objects. Klein’s view was that ‘suffi cient ego exists at birth to exper i ence 
anxiety, use defence mech an isms and form prim it ive object-relations in phant asy 
and reality’ (Introduction to the Work of Melanie Klein, Segal 1973: 24). Klein 
believed that:

the ego is incap able of split ting the object – internal and external – without a 
corres pond ing split ting taking place within the ego . . . [these] processes . . . 
are of course bound up with the infant’s phant asy life; and the anxi et ies which 
stim u late the mech an isms of split ting are also of a phant astic nature. It is in 
phant asy that the infant splits the object and the self, but the effect of this 
phant asy is a very real one, because it leads to feel ings and rela tions (and later 
on, thought-process) being in fact cut off from one another.

‘Notes on some schiz oid mech an isms’ (Klein 1946 and 1975: 6)

However, it has been pointed out that:

Unfortunately in their formu la tions the [Kleinians] appear to have  
attrib uted profound psycho lo gical know ledge to the infant by confound ing 
psycho lo gical and biolo gical beha viour. As a consequence they endow the 
infant with psycho lo gical inten tion al ity and complex cogni tion in the first 
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weeks of life. In our view, the infant is, for a consid er able time, the passive 
exper i ence of its own activ it ies, feel ings and sensa tions.

(Sandler and Sandler 1978: 285fn.)

Of being unin teg rated: a world of good and bad

Thus, in Kernberg’s phase of ‘iden ti fic a tions’ the inner world of the very young 
child consists of objects (those of self and others) linked in dyads with asso ci ated 
roles and affects. The images of self are not integ rated nor are those of others. As 
a result the child does not have (by sane adult stand ards) a real istic view of the self 
or of the world of others.

Klein believed that by the sixth month of life this phase resolved or matured 
into what she called the ‘depress ive posi tion’. This correl ates with Kernberg’s 
third state, that of ego iden tity which Kernberg suggests devel ops over the first 
year of life, to be followed by further modi fic a tions and integ ra tions of the inner 
object world over the next couple of years – if indeed integ ra tion ever fully occurs, 
for in some trau mat ised and deprived chil dren (lacking adequate parent ing) these 
modi fic a tions of growth and integ ra tion occur in only a partial manner. Such indi-
vidu als remain disturbed all their lives.

The psycho lo gist and educator Barbara Dockar-Drysdale (1973: 33) described 
them, as chil dren, as ‘unin teg rated’. They panic constantly, have disrupt ive and 
chaotic beha viour, and a very poor sense of self and of their own bound ar ies.

Such chil dren grow into adults who live on the border line of psychosis. At 
times their reality testing is adequate, at others the integ rated sense of self  
and others collapses, reality testing becomes impaired, and psychosis occurs. 
Kernberg, other psycho ana lysts, and some psychi at rists describe such people as 
having ‘border line person al ity disorders’ (Kernberg 1975; American Psychiatric 
Association 1980; Pope et al. 1983). Perhaps ‘unin teg rated person al it ies’ would 
more accur ately describe their psychic prob lems. The prob lems of such indi-
vidu als are considered in more detail in Chapter 8.

The psycho lo gical func tion ing of the normal child in the period of ‘iden ti fic a-
tion’ (or Klein’s paranoid-schizoid phase), the older ‘unin teg rated’ child, or the 
‘border line’ adult are determ ined both by the struc ture of the inner world and by 
the asso ci ated psycho lo gical defences: projec tion, project ive iden ti fic a tion, and 
split ting.

Kernberg’s level 3: ego iden tity

With time the increas ing cognit ive and percept ive skills and ego devel op ment of 
the child begin to allow for an increas ing integ ra tion of inner objects. Kernberg 
said that this internal synthesis implies;

1 a consol id a tion of ego struc tures connec ted with a sense of the continu ity of 
the self (the self being the organ isa tion of the self-image compon ents of 
intro jec tions and iden ti fic a tions) . . .
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2 a consist ent, overall concep tion of the ‘world of objects’ derived from the 
organ isa tion of the object-image compon ents of intro jec tions and iden ti fic a-
tions and a sense of consist ency in one’s own personal inter ac tions . . .

3 a recog ni tion of this consist ency in inter ac tions as char ac ter istic of the indi-
vidual by his inter per sonal envir on ment and, in turn, the percep tion by the 
indi vidual of this recog ni tion by the envir on ment (‘confirm a tion’).

(Kernberg 1976: 32)

The child has developed a defined and more real istic view of who it is. It has an 
iden tity, a sense of ‘abso lute same ness’ and an ‘indi vidu al ity’ (Concise Oxford 
Dictionary 1990). To put it another way, our young child begins to recog nise that 
the mother that feeds her is the same person as the one who may frus trate, deprive, 
or even hit him. Likewise the child discov ers that the ‘self’ that loves and needs 
the mother is the same as the ‘self’ that hates and becomes furious with mother.

The British paedi at ri cian and psycho ana lyst D.W. Winnicott felt that this phase 
of devel op ment should be called the ‘stage of concern’ for:

At first the infant (from our point of view) is ruth less; there is no concern yet 
as to the results of instinctual love *. . . . It should be noted that the infant 
does not feel ruth less. . . . The stage is one that is pre-ruth.
* [D.W.W.’s foot note:] This love is origin ally a form of impulse, gesture, 
contact, rela tion ship, and it affords the infant satis fac tion of self-expression 
and release from instinctual tension.

Through Paediatrics to Psycho-analysis (D.W. Winnicott 1958: 265)

Ruth is now a little used word defined in Webster’s Dictionary of 1864 as ‘Sorrow 
for the misery of another; pity; tender ness’.

To stir up gentle ruth
Both for her noble blood, and for her tender youth.

(Spenser, The Fairie Queene, 1590)

It should be noted that Winnicott believed in ‘instinctual love’ and saw aggre-
s sion as evid ence of life, not of a death instinct. He added, as a foot note:

Here please allow for a quite differ ent thing, which I must omit; aggres sion 
that is non-inherent and that belongs to all sorts of chance adverse perse cu-
tions which are the lot of some babies but not the major ity.

(Winnicott 1958: 265)

According to these theor ies the infant is not aware at first that the person it screams 
at, hits, and bites is also the one that it loves, cuddles, and needs so much. However, 
devel op mental psycho lo gists have shown that a baby is capable of integ ra tion, 
certainly across sensory modal it ies, and perhaps also across time (Stern 1985).

As the ego matures and devel ops, Winnicott said:
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At some time or other in the history of devel op ment of every normal  
human being there comes the change over from pre-ruth to ruth. No one  
will ques tion this. The only thing is when does this happen, how, and under 
what condi tions?

(Winnicott 1958: 265)

Winnicott attrib uted this devel op ment to the quality of the mother’s rela tion-
ship with her infant, for the ‘good-enough’ mother is able (without much thought) 
to know that the baby who, at times, hates and kicks her is the same child who 
loves and smiles at her. She can under stand its complex, but initially non-verbal, 
commu nic a tions, and view her rela tion ship with her child with more objectiv ity. 
As an adult, she remem bers her exper i ences and is able to integ rate her impres-
sions of her offspring over time even if the child cannot yet manage this.

The child will, with the help of what Winnicott called the ‘facil it at ing envir on-
ment’ (1965), mature so that (to return to our simple diagrams) its inner world 
begins to look like Figure 5.3.

All these aspects lie within the infant’s own inner world. The more integ rated 
inner-object ‘mother’ refers at first to only one person in the external world. 
However (as with the affects), the psyche will tend to link together similar inner-
objects in their dyad rela tion ships. As a consequence the child will tend to asso-
ci ate ‘mother figures’ in the external world in the same way the ‘mother-objects’ 
have become asso ci ated in the internal world. The child will by now also have 
many more ‘other’ internal-objects, includ ing perhaps ‘father’, ‘broth ers’, and 
‘uncles’.

This clus ter ing of inner other-objects with symbolic and role-related asso ci-
ations accounts for George’s troubles with father figures in adult life.

So the inner world is in fact increas ingly complex and might look a bit more 
like Figure 5.4.

The inter n al ised aspects of ‘other’ produce what Sandler described as the 
‘repres ent a tional world’ (Sandler and Rosenblatt 1962). This is an internal model 
in the psyche of the external world. It consists of a more mature integ ra tion of the 
other-objects or repres ent a tions. It is used by the indi vidual to predict the world’s 
beha viour (always a useful thing to be able to do).

THE ARRIVAL OF THE UNCONSCIOUS

In the earli est months of an infant’s life all its internal object rela tion ships or 
memory traces remain, poten tially, access ible to conscious ness. As I have 
described, they are even tu ally organ ised by affec tual colour ing, so that the psyche 
keeps ‘good’ from ‘bad’. As integ ra tion increases anxiety arises, caused by 
attempts to bring together conflict ing object rela tion ships. This can be reduced  
by the use of the defence mech an isms of split ting, projec tion, and project ive  
iden ti fic a tion (see Chapter 8).

The implic a tion of this model of the psyche is that in these early months  



76 The inner world outside

there is no uncon scious. The infant’s sense of self at any point in time moves 
between the various possible (but separ ate) I or self-representations. It is only 
later, when the object rela tion ships in the mind begin to become integ rated, that 
repres sion starts to gain prom in ence as a defence against anxiety.

Repression results in the loss from conscious avail ab il ity of whole object  
rela tion ships with the asso ci ated affects. It is at this stage of psychic  
devel op ment (in this model) that the uncon scious devel ops as a part of the  
psyche. Thus the uncon scious, rather than being the source of the drives of  
libido and thanatos (the id in Freud’s topo logy), is the uncon scious realm of  
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the mind to which have been banished those object rela tion ships that cause  
the more conscious areas of the psyche distress, anxiety, and pain (Kernberg 
1976: 69).

PHANTASIES, DREAMS, AND THE WORLD OF THE 
UNCONSCIOUS

As adults we are well aware of our conscious phantas ies or day-dreams. Note  
how most of these involve aspects of oneself (some times projec ted or 
displaced onto others) and an object, be this a person or a thing, in 

Figure 5.4 
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rela tion ship. Such phant as ies are also expli cit in the play of chil dren, a point that 
both Melanie Klein and Moreno observed. Other, more deeply buried phant as ies 
emerge in the rich world of dreams.

An internal object rela tion ship could also be described as a phant asy. It repres-
ents an internal drama in the mind, with an object, and a subject, together with 
roles and feel ings. For example: baby chokes while feeding at mother’s breast and 
feels upset and angry.

It is in dreams that aspects of these buried rela tion ships become conscious, 
altered by the mech an isms of dream-work: condens a tion, displace ment, and 
symbol isa tion (see Rycroft 1968: 37). It is when these aspects of the psyche are 
conscious, and thus amen able to thought (cogni tion), that change is possible.

To describe to others a phant asy (once it has become conscious) we often use 
words, either spoken or written, but the earli est inter n al isa tions are clearly 
non-verbal and ‘the phant as ies are exper i enced as sensa tions, later they take the 
form of plastic images and dramatic repres ent a tions’ (‘The nature and func tion of 
phant asy’, Isaacs 1948: 96).

These early inner object rela tion ships were laid down (or remembered) long 
before the infant has any use for or under stand ing of words and language. Susan 
Isaacs wrote:

The primary phant as ies, the repres ent at ives of the earli est impulses of desire 
and aggress ive ness, are expressed in and dealt with by mental processes far 
removed from words and conscious rela tional think ing. At a later period they 
may under certain condi tions (some times in chil dren’s spon tan eous play, 
some times only in analysis) become capable of being expressed in words.

There is a wealth of evid ence to show that phant as ies are active in the 
mind long before language has developed, even that in the adult they continue 
to operate along side and inde pend ently of words. Meanings, like feel ings, are 
far older than speech. . . .

In child hood and in adult life, we live and feel, we phan t as ise and act far 
beyond our verbal mean ings. E.g. some of our dreams show us what worlds 
of drama we can live through in visual terms alone.

(Isaacs 1948: 84)

Susan Isaacs contin ued by point ing out that many activ it ies, includ ing dance, 
music, paint ing, and sculp ture are exper i enced non-verbally, as are many other 
aspects of human inter ac tions (for example, facial expres sions, tones of voice, or 
gesture).

These things, perceived and imagined and felt about, are the stuff of exper i-
ence. Words are a means of refer ring to exper i ence, actual or phant as ied, but 
are not identical with it, not a substi tute for it. Words may evoke feel ings and 
images and actions, and point to situ ations; they do so by virtue of being 
signs of exper i ence, not of being them selves the main mater ial of exper i ence.

(Isaacs 1948: 84–5)
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Dreams and certain aspects of repet it ive beha viour suggest that within the 
integ rated repres ent a tions of self and others there lurk what Kernberg described 
as ‘nonmeta bol ised object rela tion ships’ (1976: 29) which have not become solid 
parts of the ego iden tity or of the repres ent a tional world. Normally these rogue 
(and usually prim it ive) object rela tion ships are kept repressed, remain ing buried 
within the integ rated aspects of the ego iden tity.

However, from time to time, they may surface to influ ence beha viour (which 
can become quite disturbed as it then may be controlled by infant ile object  
rela tion ships). With the help of psycho ther apy these phant as ies can enter 
conscious ness in a more controlled and helpful manner.

In George’s psycho drama the exter n al isa tion of his inner world involved  
object rela tion ships (by then integ rated) from the phase of concern (or ruth) in  
his devel op ment. However, for some prot ag on ists, this thera peutic method  
also allows for the dramatic explor a tion of these original, prim it ive dyads  
(as well as the more integ rated internal views of self and others with their 
compon ent roles).

The child, now having concern for its angry attacks on the person it loves, will 
begin to feel distress and guilt. It was these feel ings (in adults some times asso ci-
ated with the clin ical state of depres sion) that led Melanie Klein to call this normal 
period of devel op ment the ‘depress ive posi tion’. The child struggles with its 
ambi val ence about its love and hate, and about its power to hurt (or even, in 
phant asy, destroy) a loved person.

Some thoughts on terms and defin i tions

Winnicott (1958: 264–5) pointed out that most young chil dren do not become 
depressed (a term that implies illness) at this time, hence his wish to use the  
more posit ive term ‘the stage of concern or ruth’. He accep ted, however, that  
for many reasons Klein’s term might gain prom in ence (as indeed it has in  
some circles).

Psychological and psycho ana lytic terms (or jargon) are often the cause of  
much confu sion and indeed dissen sion. Many are ugly and rather brutal, seeming 
inap pro pri ate to the wonders and myster ies of the growth of the human  
psyche. How can the mother, or indeed the breast or penis, be thought of as just 
an ‘object’?

Additional prob lems arise when differ ent authors coin new terms for concepts 
only slightly differ ent (if differ ent at all) from the ideas of others to describe the 
rich ness of the early psycho lo gical devel op ment of a child.

Josephine Klein (1987) makes a plea for plain simple English in the discus sion 
of these matters and I would tend to agree with her. However, the history of  
the theor ies of the devel op ment and func tion ing of the human psyche cannot  
be ignored totally so I have contin ued to use the accep ted and estab lished  
tech nical terms.
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WHEN DO WE INTEGRATE?

The timing of these events still remains a matter for conjec ture, although as know-
ledge gained from the process of ‘infant obser va tion’ (developed by the child 
psycho ther ap ists) increases some more fixed guidelines might appear. However, I 
would suspect that, along with all the infant’s other mile stones (walking, talking, 
etc.), there is a great deal of vari ation between chil dren.

Table 5.1 summar ises some of the terms used and the timing of the stages of 
psychic devel op ment described in this book.

Table 5.1 

Kernberg Winnicott Klein

Birth
The stage of  
a partially  
integ rated  
inner world

Introjections The  
preruth  
stage

The  
paranoid 
schizoid  
posi tion

Identifications

A more integ rated 
inner world

Ego iden tity Stage of 
concern  
or ruth

The  
depress ive  
posi tion

Two to three years 
of age

The next few years of the child’s life

The model I have presen ted leaves our child with an integ rated inner world  
and fairly real istic rela tion ships with those in the outer world around it. We  
have now just about reached the level of psychic devel op ment achieved  
by George.

However, psychic matur a tion does not stop here. Other processes occur, 
includ ing the devel op ment of the ‘super-ego’ and ‘ego ideal’, which add further 
soph ist ic a tion to the indi vidual’s psyche. These topics are touched on in this book, 
but are much more fully described by authors such as Kernberg, Fairbairn, 
Guntrip, and Winnicott.

Psychic growth in adult life

It is clear that the process of iden ti fic a tion, leading to changes in the ego  
iden tity, may continue. Some people we inter act with as adults can become,  
rather than just memor ies, part of the psychic struc ture and thus our  
person al it ies. Indeed the intens ive process of psycho ana lysis (with the patient 
having sessions up to five times a week) encour ages the patient to identify with 
the analyst.
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This can be of the greatest help for those indi vidu als whose inner worlds are in 
a great muddle and lack (due to trauma and depriva tion in early child hood) appro-
pri ate internal other-objects or integ ra tion (see Kernberg 1984; J. Klein 1987). 
However, even in a less intense way, we all tend to inter n al ise, and then integ rate 
with our exist ing inner objects, aspects of people we relate closely to and respect.

AND WHAT ABOUT GEORGE?

It may seem to you that George has been some what forgot ten in the last two 
chapters. In the next chapters we will return to him and consider how his inner 
world was exter n al ised on the psycho drama stage.



Chapter 6

The inner world and the 
drama of psycho ther apy

The group

The scene was set in the café ‘Tea for Two’; there were tables and chairs. Only 
George’s father was missing.

‘George, who in the group could play your father?’
‘Victor.’
George was very quick and decis ive in his choice.
The scene started easily. Victor, as George’s father, seemed able to play the 

role without diffi culty. Indeed Paul felt no need to check out with his prot ag on ist 
if this ‘father’ felt right to him. The inter ac tion between father and son was devel-
op ing fluently.

They made small talk. Nothing danger ous, and certainly no mention of ‘that 
woman who divorced George’s father’.

‘Here you are, son, a toy soldier I bought on my last trip to London. I hope you 
like him.’

Victor was a good auxil i ary ego, and used what he had learnt about George in 
the warm-up to this psycho drama session.

‘Thanks dad, he’s super, I’ll put him on the shelf in my bedroom along with the 
plane you gave me last year. When are you going to come and see me again?’

‘Reverse.’
Victor could not answer this ques tion; George, now role-reversed as his father 

had to answer.
‘Oh, I don’t know. Things are very busy at work you know, I’m never sure when 

I’ll be able to get the time off.’
‘Reverse.’
Victor repeated the last part of ‘father’s’ comments.
‘Things are very busy at work, I don’t know when I’ll be able to find the time.’
George looked crest fal len but said nothing directly.
‘Where did you buy the soldier? I think he’s great. I think that I’d like to make 

a collec tion of them.’
‘Why not. I bought him at Arding and Hobbs in Clapham. They had others too, 

all differ ent, a whole battalion of them. I’m going up to London again in a couple 
of weeks, I’ll get you another one then.’
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‘That would be great! Do you mean it?’
‘Reverse.’
Paul wished to learn more about George’s father, and he felt that it might help 

George too, with his diffi culties in life, if he could identify more with his ‘inner 
father’. This process was assisted by the role reversal.

‘Of course I do, Georgie. I know that I don’t always come to see you when I 
promise, but I do try. Life’s not been easy for me since your mother left me. You 
know that. Don’t you?’

‘Yes, but I do wish you and mum had got on better.’
George contin ued the drama, still playing his father.
‘Well it wasn’t easy for either of us you know. Your mother could be a very 

diffi cult woman, and I never lived up to her expect a tions. Though, God knows I 
tried hard enough at first.’

Paul and the group were learn ing more about George’s child hood.
‘Reverse.’
‘I never knew that, mum always blamed you for all the troubles.’
‘Reverse.’
George began to continue the scene moving from his role (and posi tion on the 

stage) to his father’s role and posi tion. He added, as his father.
‘I was always so worried that, when your mother and I had fights, you could 

hear us from your bedroom.’
Continued on page 97.

DRAMA

That drama is considered to be a process in the external world is obvious (for 
example, Webster’s Dictionary (1864) gives this as one defin i tion of drama: ‘A 
series of real events that are inves ted with a dramatic unity or force’), but it is also 
a feature of another realm, that of the uncon scious. Psychotherapy provides a 
theatre or forum for a meeting of the two.

There are private dramas in the internal world of every indi vidual which reflect 
the complex object rela tion ships which are such a funda mental part of someone’s 
iden tity. These dramas are often uncon scious, the only sign of their exist ence 
being emotional states such as anxiety or depres sion. They may, however, surface 
during those silent dialogues between two aspects of the self.

‘I really don’t want to go to work today, I’d much rather sit at home in the 
sun. . . . No one would miss me!’

‘Yes they would! And don’t forget that I’m being paid. I’d only feel guilty 
in the sun.’

‘No I wouldn’t, I had a great day off last month!’

As Freud noted, they also surface power fully at night in our dreams (the royal 
road to the uncon scious) and night mares. These dramas appear too in the  
mater ial of day-dreams when, unlike in some of the other forms of expres sion  
of the uncon scious, a degree of conscious control is possible. The activ ity of  
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the inner world also emerges through ‘slips’ of the tongue or beha viour, a  
concept that has helped make Freud known to a wide public (Freud 1901).

The deepest levels of the mind: primary processes

These internal dramas start becom ing part of the inner world in infancy (and 
indeed perhaps before birth). The earli est memory traces (which encode inter per-
sonal dramas in the mind) are not integ rated and involve only parts or aspects of 
self and other. They also involve sensa tions and actions remembered (non-verbally) 
before the child’s devel op ment of language (Isaacs 1948). Even in the sanest adult 
these objects rela tion ships lurk as non-metabolised and unin teg rated aspects of 
the psyche.

It might be expec ted that when these early object rela tion ships surface in  
adult life they first do so through non-verbal feel ings and actions. It is only  
with time that names (for example, anger, hate, fear) can be attached to certain 
feel ings and responses.

These uncon scious activ it ies in the mind, origin at ing in a child’s early  
exper i ences, have been called ‘primary processes’ which, accord ing to  
psycho ana lysts, lack a sense of time, co-ordination of impulse, contra dic tion,  
and nega tion. These features account, in part, for the surreal aspects of  
dreams (Laplanche and Pontalis 1967).

INTERNAL AND EXTERNAL WORLDS MEET

The drama of every day life

The dramas enacted in George’s staff room were usually low key, and rather 
Pinteresque. However, from time to time the scene exploded as George and Fred 
argued with one another. Their inter ac tions were a rich mixture of reality-based 
encoun ters and the uncon scious expres sion of their inner worlds.

George tended to use the psycho lo gical process of project ive iden ti fic a tion  
(a process that will be described in more detail in the next chapter), project ing 
aspects of his inner world onto others. This mech an ism is a feature of every day 
life (Moses 1988: 143–4), adding its own colour to reality-based dramas or 
encoun ters.

We all may become linked in rela tion ships that are influ enced, and perhaps 
controlled, by aspects of the inner world of at least one of us. The projec tion  
or exter n al isa tion of some figure from the past involves the indi vidual in the 
manip u la tion or provoca tion of the other person in an attempt to induce the  
other to behave in a way that facil it ates the repe ti tion of child ish patterns of  
beha viour. George ‘manip u lated’ his bosses by his complain ing but passive 
stance.

However, for this project ive process to be success ful the other person must 
respond, both emotion ally and in actions. Some people let them selves be used  
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in this way while others avoid it by not behav ing in the appro pri ate and  
neces sary manner. Sandler (1976: 44) described how the indi vidual ‘scans’ the 
people avail able in the envir on ment and then enters into a trial rela tion ship  
to see if the other person will respond in the way required by the internal  
object rela tion ship that is seeking expres sion or exter n al isa tion.

Perhaps only Fred, in George’s office, respon ded with the appro pri ate  
frus tra tion and guilt in the role of ‘father–boss’. Other colleagues may have  
been unable or unwill ing to enact George’s internal drama of father and son  
with him. Moreno noted that roles have public and social aspects, as well as  
those which are private or internal. It was the socially determ ined boss–junior 
aspect of the rela tion ship in the office that facil it ated the enact ment of the  
father–son drama between George and Fred.

The drama of psycho drama

I would suggest that in the magical setting of the psycho drama stage the  
prot ag on ist exper i ences the same ‘thera peutic madness’ as does the patient 
through the trans fer ence in psycho ana lysis. Even the sanest prot ag on ist will 
suspend disbe lief and talk to his ‘father’ or ‘mother’ with a complete sense  
of emotional reality and convic tion. His parent is there, on the stage, real, alive, 
and, in a literal sense, tangible. They can be touched and can respond. They  
are ‘real’ even if the auxil i ary is the wrong age, shape, or even gender. Dramas 
from child hood can be, once more, enacted with great power and imme di acy.

The prot ag on ist at the same time, however, knows (unless psychotic) that the 
auxil i ary is only trans formed by the process of psycho drama. It is all only an illu-
sion. George related to Victor ‘as if’ he was his father.

In the early scenes of a psycho drama, which are often moments from the present 
or near past in the prot ag on ist’s life, the ‘others’ in the drama (in the case of 
George his boss) have been perhaps fairly accur ately observed, remembered, and 
are presen ted with a degree of objectiv ity. These indi vidu als have not the power 
to become (in the full sense) inner objects and thus part of the prot ag on ist’s 
psychic iden tity.

However, many psycho dra mas (when they follow the model of Zerka  
Moreno or Elaine Goldman) go back wards in time, regress ing to earlier  
scenes from life. Now the portrayal of people (often parents) is going to be  
less object ive. The ‘people’ on the stage, played by auxil i ary egos, are  
increas ingly the exter n al isa tion of inner other-objects that are aspects of the  
prot ag on ist’s psychic iden tity.

The tech nique allows for differ ent internal ‘others’ to be exter n al ised in a clear 
and dramatic manner by the use of more than one auxil i ary ego. Thus George’s 
exter n al isa tion of his father was played by Victor, while later in the session his 
mother was played by Joyce.

The psycho dra matic method also allows for the differ ent aspects of the  
same internal objects, say ‘good’ and ‘bad’ father (both inter n al isa tions of the 
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same external figure), to be exter n al ised with great clarity by the use of two  
(or more) auxil i ary egos to play the differ ent aspects of the internal object(s).

A digres sion on language

It has always inter ested me that Moreno chose the term ‘auxil i ary ego’ for the 
group member who assists the prot ag on ist. He wrote:

One of the basic instru ments in construct ing a patient’s psycho dra matic 
world is the auxil i ary ego, which is the repres ent a tion of absentee indi vidu als, 
delu sions, hallu cin a tions, symbols, ideals, animals and objects. They make 
the prot ag on ist’s world real, concrete and tangible.

(Moreno 1966 in Fox 1987: 9)

Again we can observe links between the concepts and language of psycho drama 
and psycho ana lysis.

Drama of ‘Tea for Two’

The episode in the ‘Tea for Two’ café had a certain dramatic force and  
appar ent reality (as is often the case in psycho dra mas) when enacted in the  
session. When the drama slowed, or the auxil i ary ego was uncer tain how to 
respond, the director reques ted a role reversal which brought both more  
inform a tion and more energy to the scene, which was, after all, an exter n al isa tion 
of what George remembered, or had inter n al ised, of his rela tion ship with his 
father.

George and Victor were both playing roles, or parts, from George’s inner 
world. As the drama developed it became easier for the prot ag on ist to play both 
roles involved in the rela tion ship with the result that the auxil i ary ego was less 
active. The object rela tion ship father-son inter n al ised in George’s child hood was 
exter n al ised on the psycho dra matic stage. Both roles were part of him. This fact, 
I believe, explains why prot ag on ists so easily role-reverse with auxil i ary egos, for 
in both roles they are playing aspects of them selves.

Zerka Moreno describes this role-reversal as perhaps the most power ful thera-
peutic tool in psycho drama (personal commu nic a tion) and indeed the active 
taking of the role asso ci ated with the other-object is one of the unique thera peutic 
aspects of this method of treat ment. Role-reversals also add crucially to the excite-
ment and thus to the potency of psycho drama.

Playing his father in the scene in the café ‘Tea for Two’ brought back  
memor ies of painful and diffi cult times. George remembered things that he  
had forgot ten for many years. The internal dynamic was dram at ised through  
the use of an auxil i ary ego to enact the ‘other’ pole of the internal dynamic  
dyad.

Through the use of ‘role reversal’ the prot ag on ist can, in one session,  
exper i ence a conscious adop tion of both poles, that is, of ‘self’ or ‘I’ from the 
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past and of the ‘other’. George, by his taking on his father’s role, was able  
rapidly to regain both emotional and cognit ive inform a tion about his father’s 
diffi cult and painful posi tion, allow ing him to feel more compas sion ate towards 
this man and thus towards crucial aspects of himself.

The drama in psycho ana lysis

In psycho ana lytic therapy the dramas of child hood are re-enacted in the consult ing 
room. For example, the image of a parent is projec ted onto the ther ap ist; the 
patient, falling back into the appro pri ate I-object posi tion and role, feels like the 
‘child/son’. When this happens, the rela tion ship is accom pan ied by the asso ci ated 
affects and some times beha viour.

The ther ap ist becomes the focus of the projec tion and exter n al isa tion of many 
differ ent internal object rela tion ships of the patient. At differ ent times he might be 
exper i enced, say, as either the mother or the father. Part of the skill of such a
 ther ap ist is to be able to respond to various differ ent projec tions accord ing to the 
needs of the patient, and by keeping a rather neutral profile (and thus redu cing  
the patient’s reality testing in the sessions), to allow the patient to re-experience 
these early rela tion ships.

However, the ther ap ist and the patient never reverse roles; one remains sitting 
in his chair, the other often lying on a couch. The internal rela tion ships between 
the I-object and the other-object are re-enacted in the drama of the trans fer ence. 
In the consult ing room this involves the patient in the roles of ‘self’ or ‘I’ in 
rela tion ship with the ‘other’ (roles assumed by the analyst).

Therapeutic progress occurs, in part, when the ther ap ist analyses and inter prets 
the complex of differ ent trans fer ences. The explor a tion of the inner world takes 
skill (see Greenson 1967) and can be, in my exper i ence, a slow process.

The tech niques of psycho ana lysis make this form of treat ment less overtly 
dramatic than psycho drama, but the one-to-one rela tion ship in the consult ing 
room provides some patients with the intim acy and contain ment (or holding) they 
need. This is not always possible in the more excit ing, but for some more terri-
fy ing, forum of psycho drama. Perhaps Roy, who left the group after only a few 
sessions, would have done better in indi vidual psycho ther apy.

THE REPRESSED RETURNS

Psychotherapy involves helping the repressed to surface from the depths of the 
uncon scious. This allows the indi vidual to gain some aware ness and control over 
his internal conflicts.

In both forms of therapy discussed in this book the repressed is remembered 
through the process of the treat ment; in psycho drama through the use of auxil i ary 
egos and in psycho ana lysis through the trans fer ence aspects of the rela tion ship 
with the ther ap ist. Psychoanalysis too is, in its way, at least psycho lo gic ally active 
and dramatic, a point ignored by many ignor ant of this form of therapy.
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A ques tion of reality

‘How close was this scene in the café to what actu ally happened in George’s 
child hood?’

I think the answer must be ‘we don’t know’. In this psycho drama the group  
saw the meeting with his father as George recalled it, a portrayal of events  
which was certainly very differ ent from that which a video-recording would  
have shown. Had we asked George’s father, or indeed the ‘sulky wait ress’,  
what they remembered of the scene, both might give very differ ent accounts.  
For the process of memory is coloured by many factors, espe cially emotional 
ones.

His father might have remembered having tea with a sullen diffi cult boy  
who was hard to please. The wait ress (if she remembered them at all) might  
have described a father and son talking together ‘while they waited for the  
wife/mother to finish her shop ping’. Each parti cipant, while sensing the same 
scene (with all five senses), will have perceived differ ent things and remembered 
what (in some ways) suited their inner worlds and their emotional needs. Indeed, 
the wait ress seems to have muddled what she ‘saw’ with what she ‘guessed’ about 
her custom ers. For her the assump tions she made have become part of her 
remembered ‘reality’.

And George was then still a child with a devel op ing inner world so every 
contact with his father will have produced memory traces of this rela tion ship that 
became funda mental aspects of his person al ity which did not yet have the more 
fixed quality we asso ci ate with adults. Many aspects of ‘George’ will, of course, 
have been very well estab lished by this age.

Initially the quality of ‘father’ would have existed as an other-object. 
Subsequently the process of intro ject ive iden ti fic a tion, in which the I iden ti fies 
with a role (or object) initially inter n al ised as an other-object, would have led to 
some struc tural alter a tions in his self-identity. He would have begun to feel that 
he, himself, had certain qual it ies of his father.

The memor ies of his rela tion ship with his father (both in general and at that 
specific tea time) will have become a power ful factor in his inner world. These 
new memor ies will have become integ rated with those other already exist ing 
internal object rela tion ships asso ci ated with the group ing or role clusters of 
‘father’ and the ‘male me’.

The adult’s memor ies of the scene in the café will not have become such an 
integ ral part of their psychic struc tures, although, as with George, their memor ies 
of the events will have inter ac ted with already estab lished internal struc tures and 
precon cep tions. Those pre-existing internal psychic factors in the wait ress may 
have accoun ted for her memory that the father and son were waiting for the wife/
mother. Was she a mother for whom people wait? Or had she been a child who 
waited for her mother?
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THE I-NESS OF GEORGE

With such a rich ness of internal objects we might well ask: ‘Who was George?’ 
Who did he consider himself to be (in terms of his inner objects), for it would be 
a mistake to consider that the inner world of any indi vidual is simple. Indeed it is 
the inev it able internal complex it ies that make psycho ther apy such a diffi cult and 
at times convo luted but reward ing activ ity.

As well as the inter n al isa tions of his father, George’s inner world must also 
have included those aspects of his self-identity that derived from his rela tion ship 
with his mother who hated his father, her ex-husband. So, to return to our diagrams, 
the rela tion ships look like Figure 6.1.

Figure 6.1 
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But who did George feel he was at any specific point in time? Clearly he had a 
choice of roles (as we all do). The psycho ana lyst Joyce McDougall said that:

Language informs us that the script writer is called I. Psychoanalysis has 
taught us that the scen arios were written years ago by a naive and child like I 
strug gling to survive in an adult world whose drama conven tions are quite 
differ ent from the child’s. These psychic plays may be performed in the 
theatre of our own minds or that of our bodies, or may take place in the 
external world, some times using other people’s minds and bodies. We are 
also capable of shift ing our own psychic dramas from one stage to another in 
times of over whelm ing stress. For the I is a multi fa ceted char ac ter.

(McDougall 1986: 4)

Thus in adult life George had the possib il ity of being any one of several 
differ ent Is. That is, at any one point in time, he may have exper i enced himself (or 
have felt) more iden ti fied with the I-object result ing from his rela tion ship with his 
mother (the object rela tion ship ‘son with mother’). At other times his I will have 
been that of a son, in rela tion ship with his father.

For George each of these aspects of his total self iden tity involved differ ent 
aspects of the role cluster ‘self or I as son’. However, each of these sub-roles was 
in rela tion ship with differ ent other-objects: either his father or his mother. Both 
these indi vidu als existed within him as inner objects with whom his I-objects (or 
the script-writing Is) were in rela tion ship.

For many people this clus ter ing of roles leads to confu sions both in their self-
image and in their percep tions of others. It is as if there is ‘cross talk’ between two 
or more object rela tion ships. Questions such as ‘Am I a loving or hating son?’ and 
‘Who am I really angry with?’ will provide much mater ial for psycho ther apy, as the 
indi vidual becomes more aware of the ways in which the rich ness of their muddled 
internal world causes them anxiety or distress, or is acted out in the external world.

It was also possible, at any point in time, for the I of George to have felt more 
iden ti fied with his inter n al ised roles of father or mother. Perhaps, when in the role 
of father, George became distant and unre li able to those in his world who had the 
roles of ‘chil dren’ (or depend ent ones) to his ‘father’ role. For example, perhaps 
at times of stress, George was not always the caring respons ible social worker to 
his clients that he would have liked to be. In these circum stances he might have 
acted towards them in a similar manner to the way in which his father had treated 
him when he was a depend ent child.

SOME THOUGHTS ON ENACTMENT

Enactment, as a process, has been described as a feature of psycho drama  
(Blatner 1988, Kipper 1985), of family therapy (Minuchin and Fishman 1981), 
and psycho ana lysis (Casement in Klauber et al. 1987).

The family ther ap ist Salvador Minuchin wrote that enact ment occurs:
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when the ther ap ist gets the family members to inter act with each other, trans-
act ing some of the prob lems that they consider dysfunc tional and nego ti at ing 
disagree ments, as in trying to estab lish control over a disobedi ent child, he 
unleashes sequences beyond the family’s control. The accus tomed rules take 
over, and trans ac tional compon ents mani fest them selves with an intens ity 
similar to those that mani fest in these trans ac tions outside of the therapy 
session.

Family Therapy Techniques (Minuchin and Fishman 1981: 78)

This is a here-and-now inter ac tion of family members in the thera peutic session. 
As Minuchin so graph ic ally described, in this process of enact ment the ‘ther ap ist 
asks the family to dance in his pres ence’ (Minuchin and Fishman 1981).

Such a situ ation involves people relat ing together in their shared reality. It  
has the same reality-based psycho lo gical signi fic ance for the parti cipants as  
those inter ac tions that Moreno described as ‘encoun ters’. Two people meeting in 
their common shared space in which they, as far as possible, treat each other  
as real and equal. The rela tion ship can be thought of as symmet rical, and in 
Moreno’s terms their commu nic a tion is modu lated by tele, involving the  
reci pro city of attrac tion, rejec tion, excit a tion, or indif fer ence (Moreno 1966  
in Fox 1987: 4).

The British analyst Patrick Casement used the term enact ment in the psycho-
ana lytic consult ing room (Casement in Klauber et al. 1987: 80) to describe the 
drama that occurs between patient and analyst in the trans fer ence. In this situ ation 
the then-and-there (say, George and his father) is enacted in the here-and-now 
between patient and analyst.

Thus the psycho lo gical processes involved in the enact ments of the family ther-
ap ists can be seen as differ ent to those which occur in the psycho ana lyst’s enact-
ments in the trans fer ence. I would suggest that both dynam ics may occur in the 
psycho drama theatre and that psycho dram at ists would call both these processes 
enact ments.

Psychodramatists use the term enact ment for the re-enactment in the theatre of 
personal conflicts (Kipper 1986: 66 and 214) follow ing the dictum ‘don’t tell us, 
show us’. In such sessions members of the group, as auxil i ary egos, assume the 
roles of import ant others for the prot ag on ist.

Both J.L. Moreno (1969, 1975) and Zerka Moreno (in Holmes and Karp 1991) 
have written about another use of psycho dra matic methods in which actual 
members of a family worked together in the session in attempts to resolve their 
diffi culties. Moreno said to a married couple seeking help in his Therapeutic 
Theatre:

Don’t report what happened, don’t tell a story of what you said to each other, 
but re-live the situ ation as it actu ally occurred.

(Moreno 1969, 1975: 85)

In these sessions the famil ies enacted aspects of their family life in the theatre. 
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This of course results in a very differ ent dynamic to that which occur  red in 
George’s session in which a member of the group, unre lated to him, played his 
father in perhaps a more clas sical form of psycho dra matic enact ment.

While I believe that many psycho dram at ists would describe both processes as 
enact ments, the inter ac tions in the family or marital meeting, resembled enact-
ments as defined by family ther ap ists, while I would suggest that the psycho dra-
matic enact ment in George’s session was more similar, in its psycho lo gical 
signi fic ance, to the process of enact ment in the trans fer ence as described by some 
psycho ana lysts.

Thus it may be possible to differ en ti ate two forms of psycho dra matic enact ment.

Psychodramatic enact ments in an encounter

George’s inter ac tions with Joyce (before the session started) and later with  
Paul in the session could be described as encoun ters as they occurred in shared 
reality. George and Joyce were two real group members in the coffee room;  
later there was an encounter between a real director and his equally real  
prot ag on ist.

Psychodramatic enact ments from the inner world

George’s enact ment of the scene in the café between himself and his father clearly 
related to the exter n al isa tion of his inner world and was an enact ment using the 
magic of thera peutic madness and illu sion. The psycho lo gical signi fic ance was as 
if George reacted in the trans fer ence to his psycho ana lyst.

It is inter est ing to note that in the family sessions described by J.L. Moreno  
and Zerka Moreno, while using psycho dra matic enact ments ‘in encoun ters’,  
both also used enact ments from ‘the inner world’ when the direct ors intro-
duced people into the dramas who were to be played by auxil i ary egos in the 
session (J.L. Moreno 1969, 1975: 98 and Z. Moreno in Holmes and Karp  
1991: 57).

Can we always separ ate the two types of  
enact ment?

No, for, as has already been pointed out, many of our here-and-now  
rela tion ships are coloured, if not domin ated, by our uncon scious world. Is it  
also possible that the dramatic inter change between George and his director,  
Paul, could be thought of as also a form of enact ment? If so, what sort? Clearly  
they had a rela tion ship in reality, so this could have been an ‘enact ment in an  
encounter’. Thus it would be possible to emphas ise the trans fer en tial aspects of  
George’s inter ac tions with Paul, and of course Paul’s role respons ive ness to  
George’s psychic needs. This might then be seen as an ‘enact ment from the  
inner world’. The director’s own neur otic, uncon sciously determ ined needs are also 
import ant and will be considered in the next chapter.
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In any situ ation, in life or on the psycho drama stage, an encounter (an  
enact ment in reality) can slip into an enact ment domin ated by the uncon scious 
inner world of one or both of the parti cipants. Thus George’s reality-based  
inter ac tions with Fred, his senior, imper cept ibly became a rela tion ship of ‘son’ 
and ‘father’.

In our psycho drama George’s father was played by another group member, 
Victor. It is, however, possible for a real parent and child to role-reverse. Moreno, 
writing about such a situ ation, said of a real father and son role-reversing with 
each other in a psycho drama that:

each may be repres en ted in the repressed part of the other’s uncon scious. 
Therefore by means of role reversal they may be able to bring out a great deal 
of what they have stored up in the course of years.

(Moreno 1959: 52)

It seems that, in this para graph, Moreno was describ ing the fact that a son  
stores up memor ies of his father in his uncon scious and the father stores  
memor ies of his son. This is a clear state ment of ideas more fully developed  
by the object rela tions theor ists.

THE AUXILIARY EGO IN THE DRAMA: CREATIVITY, 
SPONTANEITY, AND ROLE TAKING

The auxil i ary egos listen and respond to the psycho lo gical needs of the prot ag-
on ist, provid ing them with the ‘others’ that are required to people their psycho dra-
matic world. In our psycho drama Victor’s enact ment of the role of father was a 
creat ive combin a tion of three factors.

1 He had the role of ‘father’ as one of his inner other-objects; it was in his role 
reper toire and he was thus able to identify himself with George’s inner father. 
Although it was not a role he used in every day life (having no chil dren of his 
own) he had access to it and enjoyed playing a ‘father’.

2 He was role respons ive (Sandler 1976) to George’s projec tions, a point that I 
will return to in the next chapter.

3 He also added to his dramatic inter pret a tion of the role by creat ing  
some thing new, not directly based on his own inner ‘father’ or on George’s 
projec tions of his inner ‘father’, for it must not be assumed that group 
members can play only parts that in some way respond to their ‘inner world’ 
or that of the prot ag on ist.

As the psycho drama progressed the director had to check that Victor was 
playing George’s ‘father’ (as a good auxil i ary should) and not just exter n al ising 
onto the psycho drama stage his own inner ‘father’, and creat ing a new father alien 
to George.
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Tele and the choice of an auxil i ary ego

The fact that Victor had had a father made it easier for him to become George’s in 
the session. But why did George ask Victor to play his father knowing that this 
man had no chil dren? After all every man in the group had a father. The process 
whereby a prot ag on ist chooses his auxil i ary egos, and the result ing need for their 
creativ ity if the role is not part of their imme di ate role reper toire, is complex.

Moreno was aware that choices made in life or in psycho drama groups are 
never random. The links that people make with others are rich and power ful. He 
believed that the selec tion process often did not involve ‘trans fer ence’ (which he 
defined as ‘the factor respons ible for disso ci ation and disin teg ra tion in social 
groups’) or empathy, which he saw as a ‘one-way’ feeling that helps someone 
under stand another or an actor find his way into a part. He felt that some other 
crucial factor was involved and tried to find

a theor et ical frame work for my soci omet ric and psycho dra matic discov er ies. 
Neither trans fer ence nor empathy could explain in a satis fact ory way the 
emer gent cohe sion of a social config ur a tion or the ‘double’ exper i ence in a 
psycho dra matic situ ation. . . . I hypo thec ated [sic] there fore, that empathy and 
trans fer ence are parts of a more element ary and more inclus ive process, 
tele. . . . I defined it as ‘An object ive social process func tion ing with trans fer-
ence as a psycho path o lo gical outgrowth and empathy as an esthetic outgrowth.’

(Moreno 1934 and 1953: 311; my italics)

He said that it was tele that was ‘respons ible for the increased rate of inter ac tion 
between members of a group, “for the increased mutu al ity of choices surpass ing 
chance possib il ity” ’ (Moreno 1934 and 1953: 312).

Thus George, in part using tele, felt a posit ive link with Victor. This helped him 
to judge that he would feel posit ive about him playing his father, the most 
import ant man in his life, in this psycho drama. Without this bond of posit ive feel-
ings and regard, the drama enacted in the session would not have had the neces-
sary degree of emotion al ity.

Spontaneity and the creation of roles

For Moreno, spon taneity was another factor crucial to the creation of new roles 
and thus to the process of psycho drama. He wrote of it

as a dramatic func tion [which] ener gises and unites the self. Spontaneity as a 
plastic func tion evokes adequate responses of the self to novel situ ations. 
Spontaneity as a creat ive func tion endeavors to create the self and an envir-
on ment for it.

(Moreno 1946 and 1977: 85)

According to Moreno, spon taneity in the indi vidual can be developed or 
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increased by train ing (Moreno 1940 in Fox 1987); that is, by inter per sonal activ ity 
in the social sphere. The increase in the group’s spon taneity is one of the func tions 
of the warm-up phase of a session.

The concept of spon taneity (or the ‘s-factor’) differs from that of the libido 
which, accord ing to Freud, arises in the id, and does not vary in quant ity in an 
indi vidual. Moreno wrote:

The indi vidual is not endowed with a reser voir of spon taneity, in the sense of 
a given, stable volume or quant ity. Spontaneity is (or is not) avail able in 
varying degrees of read i ness, from zero to maximum, oper at ing like a psycho-
lo gical cata lyzer.

(Moreno 1946 and 1977: 85)

Moreno did accept a degree of what he called ‘func tional oper a tional determ-
in ism’, which could influ ence a person’s beha viour, for ‘the total denial of determ-
in ism is just as sterile as its full accept ance’ (Moreno 1946 and 1977: 103). This 
is another area of agree ment between Moreno and psycho ana lytic theory. He 
implied that such psycho lo gical forces come from the past.

It is not neces sary, indeed it is undesir able to give every moment in the devel-
op ment of a person the credit of spon taneity.

(Moreno 1946 and 1977: 103)

Spontaneity, accord ing to Moreno, is the force or factor that allows the indi-
vidual not only to express the self, but also to create new works of art, new social 
and tech no lo gical inven tions and new social envir on ments (Moreno 1977: 91) 
and new roles in a psycho drama. With a high level of s-factor an indi vidual will 
appear more viva cious, vigor ous, and infec tious.

The level of spon taneity also determ ines how they respond to new situ ations. 
According to Moreno, in an indi vidual without any s-factor there may be either 
‘no response’ or ‘an old response’; with the s-factor, a ‘new response’ is possible 
which may allow for creat ive solu tions. Moreno argued that the devel op ing child 
requires ‘a plastic adapt a tion skill, a mobil ity and flex ib il ity of the self, which is 
indis pens able to a rapidly growing organ ism in a rapidly chan ging envir on ment’ 
(Moreno 1946 and 1977: 93). However, he warned that:

when the func tions of spon taneity are left undir ec ted, contra dict ing tend en-
cies develop within its own func tions which bring about a disunity of the self 
and a dismem ber ment of the cultural envir on ment.

(Moreno 1946 and 1977: 101)

It seems to me that in these para graphs the theor ies of Moreno and modern 
psycho ana lysis approach each other. Both are concerned with the psycho lo gical 
concept of the ‘self’. The misdir ec tion of either Freud’s ‘libido’ or Moreno’s 
‘s-factor’ appears to cause prob lems for the indi vidual.
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TEA FOR TWO

George and Victor were able to recre ate the scene in the café. However, at this 
point in the session, the drama focused on an approx im a tion to past reality. It was 
an enact ment of George’s inner world. Later in this psycho drama (described in 
Chapter 10) George and his auxil i ar ies, using their creativ ity and spon taneity, 
were able to move the drama into scenes that had never happened (and perhaps 
never would). The psycho drama then entered surplus reality, creat ing a new 
emotional and cognit ive exper i ence for George. A new world was created and 
entered, the drama no longer being simply an enact ment of George’s inner world.



Chapter 7

The coun ter trans fer ence

The group

George looked rather worried.
‘I know that Dad. I really hated it when you and mummy shouted at each other. 

I felt really scared. I thought you might hurt each other, or even hit me.’
‘You know I love you. I would never hurt you. But I never got on with your 

mother. That wasn’t your fault. I’m sorry that I can’t see you as often as I would 
like. You know that my flat is too small for you to stay in with me.’

‘Yes Dad, but it’s nice to see you.’
Paul was begin ning to feel a bit anxious and wondered where the scene was 

going. At this point it was a clear re-enactment of the rather diffi cult meet ings of 
father and son. He decided to inter vene:

‘George. What do you want out of this scene?’
‘It’s just fine the way it is. Paul, why do you always inter rupt?’
George fell out of role. No longer was he a 7-year-old with his father. He was 

an angry member of the group chal len ging the director. The flow of the psycho-
drama had been broken. The working rela tion ship between Paul and George had 
been threatened.

‘Please carry on with the scene.’
The request failed, the magic that creates the process of the drama had shifted. 

George’s creativ ity and spon taneity were no longer in the scene with his father. The 
energy seemed to be in his rela tion ship with Paul who was becom ing aware that he 
had a problem in the session. He was aware that his comment had broken the flow. 
He had made a mistake. He should have let the scene continue. He was now feeling 
rather tense and angry with himself. But he had some aware ness of what might be 
going on for George. His father too had also been rather an absent figure in his 
child hood. He had some idea about how 7-year-old George might have felt. He also 
wondered about the role of the mother in this father-son rela tion ship.

Paul had to resolve the present situ ation if the psycho drama was to continue. 
He paused and looked around the group. Joan spoke up from the cushion in the 
corner of the room.

‘Can I say some thing?’
Paul looked at her and nodded.
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‘I think you should have let the scene with George’s father continue.’
‘I agree, but now I’ve stopped the drama I’m not sure what to do next.’
Clearly George had some issues with Paul. And indeed Paul admit ted that his 

inter ven tion had been mistimed and rather tact less. George had enjoyed talking to 
his ‘psycho dra matic’ father. At this point he seemed a little down cast and rather irrit-
able. Paul was aware that he had some previ ous diffi culties with George who had, on 
more than one occa sion, chal lenged his role as group leader and director. Was the 
present situ ation a continu ation of these diffi culties? Had Paul been covertly attack ing 
George when he inter rup ted the scene with his father? Was George continu ing his 
attack on Paul’s lead er ship? However, the intens ity of George’s response surprised 
him. Perhaps Paul’s inter rup tion had reminded George of someone else in his life.

‘Let’s stop this scene. We can come back to it later. George you know I feel that 
I made a mistake. I should not have inter rup ted your talk with your father. It seems 
that you enjoyed and valued it and are annoyed with me for stop ping the scene.’

George relaxed a little and Paul felt that his apology (sincerely meant) was 
enough, at least for the time being, on the here-and-now rela tion ship between 
himself and George.

Paul had a hunch that he decided to test out.
‘I wonder if you felt that other people in your child hood used to get in the way 

of your seeing your dad?’
‘Yes. My bloody mother. She threw dad out of the house. She wouldn’t let him 

see me in our home so we had to go to that crummy café. The food was awful. Cold 
and boring. We never went anywhere nice together!’

Paul felt relief. Whatever the issues in real life between him and George (as two 
adult men) George’s personal psycho drama was under way again. He was right. 
George did exper i ence his inter ven tion in the scene like his mother’s inter ven tion 
into his rela tion ship with his father.

‘Perhaps we need to meet your mother. It seems she had a very import ant role 
in your rela tion ship with your father when you were a boy.’

‘Yes, but I’m not sure I want to do anything with my mother tonight.’
‘I feel we should. I know how painful you feel it might be, but it seems that you 

felt that she stopped you seeing much of your dad.’
‘I don’t know. I always thought it was my dad’s fault. My mother always told 

me that he had other women. Perhaps he did.’
Paul had decided to chal lenge George’s obvious resist ance to looking at his 

mother’s role in his rela tion ship with his father.
‘Let’s meet your mother.’

Continued on page 112.

OF PATIENTS AND THERAPISTS

Moreno’s view of the doctor–patient rela tion ship differed from Freud’s, who 
contin ued, in many ways, to be an ortho dox phys i cian follow ing the rules of his 
train ing and profes sion.
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In the medical model the doctor or ther ap ist has a clearly distinct, and in  
many ways more power ful, role than the patient. Such a rela tion ship resembles 
that of a parent and child and thus encour ages the exper i en cing of trans fer ence 
responses.

Moreno talked of the rela tion ship between ther ap ist and patient as an encounter 
of two equals, both bring ing aspects of their skills, weak nesses, and personal 
histor ies to the session. His views are encap su lated in a poem he wrote in 1914:

A meeting of two: eye to eye, face to face.
And when you are near I will tear your eyes out
and place them instead of mine,
and you will tear my eyes out
and will place them instead of yours,
and I will look at you with your eyes
and you will look at me with mine.

from Einladung zu einer Begegnung (Invitation to an Encounter)
(Moreno 1914, trans la tion taken from Blatner and Blatner 1988: 19)

However, Freud, if not agree ing with Moreno’s view about the equal ity (in the 
consult ing room) of patient and phys i cian, did acknow ledge that the psycho ana lyst 
could never be an impass ive, emotion ally unre spons ive observer of the patient.

In this chapter I will consider the ways in which a psycho ther ap ist (be he a 
psycho ana lyst or a psycho dram at ist) must become involved, directly and emotion-
ally, in the thera peutic mael strom. An involve ment that may be used to facil it ate 
(or some times to hinder) the treat ment.

THE DIRECTOR’S RELATIONSHIP WITH THE 
PROTAGONIST

The process of dynamic psycho ther apy cannot just be the applic a tion of specific 
tech niques or tactics to the patient’s prob lems and symp toms, for there are 
personal as well as profes sional aspects to the ther ap ist’s rela tion ship with his 
patient. In psycho drama, as in analytic psycho ther apy, the ther ap ist’s own feel-
ings, intu itions, and exper i ences play a crucial element in the process; indeed the 
rela tion ship between patient and ther ap ist is of para mount import ance.

Paul’s feel ings while direct ing George’s  
psycho drama

At the point we have reached in the session Paul was begin ning to feel ill at ease. 
Something was unset tling him, he wasn’t certain what. He had, like every psycho-
ther ap ist, his own ‘inner world’ with its own rich ness, complex it ies, and history. 
He gave some thought to his own feel ings and involve ment in the psycho drama.

What feel ings were stirred up in him watch ing his prot ag on ist, George,  
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relat ing well to his (psycho dra matic) father in the session? Was his own history 
begin ning to affect the process of the psycho drama session adversely? After all he 
too had had a rather distant father in his child hood.

To what extent was Paul react ing to the slight hostil ity and compet it ive ness that 
was devel op ing between George and himself as this man began to chal lenge his 
lead er ship role in the group? Was he still upset and bothered by his discus sion 
with his colleague, Tom, before the session started?

Paul was aware that he was feeling rather tense, angry, and a bit anxious. He 
needed to know why. His feel ings at that moment in the session might have 
origin ated from various sources. Put simply, they included:

A Feelings that occur in the director as a result of his trans fer ence reac tion to 
the prot ag on ist

 After all, ther ap ists are only human. They too can confuse people in their 
present with import ant figures from their pasts. Perhaps Paul might have been 
respond ing to George, in a neur otic way, as if he were his own younger 
brother with whom he was in compet i tion as a child.

B The ther ap ist’s feel ings that relate to the prot ag on ist’s trans fer ence to the 
director

 The ways in which the trans fer ence rela tion ship ‘manip u lates’ the feel ings 
and actions of the other person are subtle and complex. Maybe Paul was 
being ‘made’ to feel ‘as if’ he were George’s mother, anxious and a bit guilty 
about her care of her son and his lack of contact with his father.

C Feelings that are appro pri ate to the here-and-now
 These include, for example, the normal anxiety and uncer tainty that exists in 

anyone when they are having diffi culties with a profes sional task. It is also of 
course normal to have feel ings stirred up by someone else in an ‘encounter’; 
for example, anger with a group member who arrives very late to a session. 
There might be good reasons in the here-and-now for Paul to feel a bit 
annoyed with George.

D Feelings unre lated to the psycho drama session
 We all enter any situ ation with feel ings related to other events in our every day 

life. Some of these may continue to domin ate our thoughts and feel ings when 
we are engaged in a very differ ent activ ity.

THE COUNTERTRANSFERENCE

The term coun ter trans fer ence was first used by Freud in 1910 to describe those 
feel ings that arise in the psycho ana lyst or ther ap ist as a result of their contact with 
the patient. Like many tech nical terms asso ci ated with both psycho ana lysis and 
psycho drama, it is rather clumsy and leaden.

Definitions of coun ter trans fer ence vary. Some authors use the term in a  
narrow and specific manner, relat ing only to the ther ap ist’s own neur otic 
diffi culties as exper i enced in the session. Other psycho ana lysts go to the other 
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extreme and use it to describe almost every feeling or response the ther ap ist has 
while working with a patient.

I tend to follow the latter posi tion and use the term to describe most of the feel-
ings and emotional reac tions of the ther ap ist in a session. I do, however, exclude 
those arising from situ ations entirely outside my contact with a psycho drama 
group (D in the above list).

Let us now consider in more detail the possible sources of the ther ap ist’s or 
director’s feel ings in a session.

A The ther ap ist’s personal trans fer ence  
involve ment: the neur otic coun ter trans fer ence

Even in the earli est days of psycho ana lysis it was appar ent that psycho ther apy 
was a chal len ging activ ity, requir ing the full commit ment and emotional parti cip-
a tion of the ther ap ist. I have already described how the dangers of this very 
involve ment resul ted in Joseph Breuer return ing to the safer waters of medi cine 
and physiology.

Freud initially, perhaps as a result of his medical train ing and Breuer’s diffi-
culties, advised the psycho ana lyst to be ‘opaque to his patients, and, like a mirror, 
[he] should show them nothing but what is shown to him’ (‘Recommendations to 
phys i cians prac tising psycho ana lysis’, Freud 1912: 118).

The psycho ther ap ist cannot be a neutral passive pres ence in the thera peutic 
rela tion ship, however hard he tries. The very nature of the involve ment has its 
consequences. It is not possible to main tain the dispas sion ate objectiv ity that 
surgeons or general phys i cians often assume (perhaps wrongly) that they have 
towards their patients.

The process of psycho ther apy (both in the topics discussed and the tech niques 
used) tends to lead to intim acy between the helper and the helped and thus involves 
the emotions of the ther ap ist more directly.

Freud was aware of this and of the result ing complex it ies of the rela tion ship 
that devel ops in the psycho ana lytic consult ing room. He wrote:

We have become aware of the ‘coun ter trans fer ence’, which arises in [the 
psycho ana lyst] as a result of the patient’s influ ence on his uncon scious feel-
ings, and we are most inclined to insist that he shall recog nise this coun ter-
trans fer ence in himself and over come it . . . no psycho ana lyst goes further 
than his own complexes and internal resist ances permit.

‘The future prospects of psycho ana lytic therapy’ (Freud 1910: 144–5)

So, as with the history of trans fer ence, coun ter trans fer ence was at first seen as a 
problem in the therapy that had to be over come.

Freud sugges ted that the patient could come to repres ent someone from  
the analyst’s past, the ther ap ist being unable to separ ate his feel ings and  
phant as ies (derived from his inner world) about this import ant person from  
those more appro pri ate (in the here-and-now) to his rela tion ship with the  
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patient. Freud initially believed that this phenomenon in the analyst could cause 
serious resist ances and blocks to treat ment. It had to be analysed, under stood, and 
over come. This meant that the psycho ana lyst required his own personal therapy if 
his patients were to be helped so that his own trans fer ence response in the 
consult ing room could be resolved.

Difficulties in therapy could also arise if the patient’s prob lems (say with 
aggres sion or with rela tion ships with women) had paral lels in the ther ap ist. Then 
patient and analyst could collude, both demon strat ing a ‘resist ance’ to the explor-
a tion and resol u tion of these issues. Such a situ ation is obvi ously unpro duct ive.

Moreno had similar concerns about the dangers of coun ter trans fer ence 
responses in psycho dra mas. He explained that:

It is obvious, there fore, that if the trans fer ence and coun ter trans fer ence 
phenom ena domin ate the rela tion ship among the auxil i ary ther ap ists [or 
auxil i ary egos and group members] and towards the patients [or prot ag on ists] 
the thera peutic progress will be greatly handi capped.

(Moreno 1946 and 1977: xviii)

In 1951 the psycho ana lyst Annie Reich pointed out that the analyst

may like or dislike the patient. As far as these atti tudes are conscious, they 
have not yet anything to do with coun ter trans fer ence. If these feel ings 
increase in intens ity, we can be fairly certain that the uncon scious feel ings of 
the analyst, his own trans fer ences onto the patient, i.e. coun ter trans fer ences, 
are mixed in. . . . Countertransference thus comprises the effects of the 
analyst’s own uncon scious needs and conflicts on his under stand ing or tech-
nique. In such cases the patient repres ents for the analyst an object of the past 
on to whom past feel ings and wishes are projec ted . . . this is coun ter trans fer-
ence in the proper sense.

‘On coun ter trans fer ence’ (Reich 1951: 25)

Annie Reich was clearly separ at ing emotional responses in the analyst (that 
Moreno would have attrib uted to an encounter) from those caused by the ther ap-
ist’s own neur osis. The fact that a ther ap ist may like or dislike a patient involves 
the process of tele. The ther ap ist’s emotions in the coun ter trans fer ence (in Reich’s 
sense) relate to his own inner world, and its roots in child hood: thus this response 
has been called the ‘neur otic coun ter trans fer ence’.

These devel op ments of psycho ana lytic theory in the early 1950s might have 
pleased Moreno who, in 1946, wrote of the psycho ana lytic situ ation:

there is only one who trans fers whether posit ive or negat ive, the patient. 
There is only one role. The psychi at rist is considered as an object ive agent,  
at least during treat ment, free from emotional implic a tions of his own,  
merely present to analyze the mater ial which the patient presents before  
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him. But this only appears to be so. Perhaps because only the patient is 
analyzed.

(Moreno 1946 and 1977: 227)

In fact, in 1910, Freud had advoc ated that all phys i cians under tak ing psycho-
ana lysis with patients should engage in a continu ous self-analysis, but he later 
recom men ded that all psycho ana lysts undergo a personal analysis while in 
train ing so that they could gain insight and resolve uncon scious conflicts. By 1937 
he real ised an initial analysis might not be enough and further advised that an 
analyst may need to be re-analysed every five years if he was to continue in 
product ive prac tice.

That Moreno was in fact aware of these prac tices amongst psycho ana lysts is 
clear. He wrote:

The prospect ive prac ti tioner may have become free from trans fer ence in 
regard to that partic u lar psychi at rist who analyzed him. But that does not mean 
that he has become free from trans fer ence in regard to any new indi vidual he 
may meet in the future. He would have to gain the armor of a saint. His armor 
may crack any time a new patient walks in, and the kind of complexes the 
patient throws at him may make a great differ ence in his conduct.

(Moreno 1946 and 1977: 228)

I feel that Moreno failed to acknow ledge that an indi vidual gains ‘insight’ 
through the analysis of the trans fer ence in therapy, and thus is able to under stand 
and alter their response to others, later, with whom they might have previ ously 
developed feel ings and reac tions determ ined by the trans fer ence. This is as true 
for ther ap ists in train ing as it is for their patients.

The psycho dram at ist’s neur otic coun ter trans fer ence

In a psycho drama the same range of emotions may arise in the director. The nature 
and intens ity of the feel ings might give the ther ap ist some indic a tion of their origin 
(as is the case in a patient’s trans fer ence responses). Those reac tions of low intens ity 
(source C above) might derive from the reality of the therapist-protagonist rela tion-
ship, an encounter modu lated by tele. More intense responses (A above) might 
origin ate from the director’s own trans fer ence rela tion ship with his prot ag on ist.

However, the separ a tion of the source of the director’s feel ings is far from easy. 
It is, for example, possible to become very angry in a reality-based encounter. 
There is thus a need for psycho dram at ists to have their own therapy as part of their 
train ing. Moreno wrote that:

there fore the first recom mend a tion which we made in the first days of psycho-
dra matic work was that the psychi at rist who parti cip ates in the proced ure – as 
well as the patient – has to be analyzed by others during the treat ment.

(Moreno 1946 and 1977: 229) (JLM’s italics)
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Moreno was suggest ing that the psycho drama director can be treated by the 
group and I have no doubt that this does happen. Indeed in this session Paul was 
helped to see that he had upset George by the comments from one of the group 
members. Psychodrama encour ages such exchanges, an ‘encounter of equals’, 
which may certainly help people to under stand them selves better.

Such inter ac tions, however import ant, though, are not suffi cient to allow for  
the full profes sional and personal devel op ment of the psycho drama director.  
For this, an exper i ence of treat ment is required, similar to the process that  
psycho ana lysts call a ‘train ing analysis’. I think that it is a moot point as to  
how much ‘help’ or ‘therapy’ the director of a psycho drama can receive from a 
group he is leading, although without doubt we all grow and learn through our 
role as ther ap ists.

Psychodramatists in train ing and in prac tice need personal help or treat ment in 
a group in which they are not the leader or ther ap ist. As Freud pointed out eighty 
years ago, a ther ap ist’s ability to help others is limited by his ability to under stand 
himself, a process that requires him to accept help for himself through personal 
therapy.

Regular super vi sion is also import ant. It assists even the most exper i enced 
prac ti tioner’s under stand ing and monit or ing of their responses to their clients, 
increas ing access to the full rich ness of the process.

Paul, George and their fathers

Paul felt suppor ted in his percep tion of the session when Joan pointed out to  
him that some thing was going wrong in his encounter with his prot ag on ist. While 
this comment seemed to help Paul continue the psycho drama, it did not really 
confront the psycho lo gical reasons that might explain why Paul had disrup ted 
George’s talk with his ‘father’. Paul needed to take note of his own feel ings and 
responses. Their very intens ity warned him that perhaps his own objectiv ity was 
failing and that aspects of his neur otic coun ter trans fer ence were enter ing his 
direct ing.

Paul had his own therapy (both in psycho ana lysis and through psycho drama); 
he thus had some insight into the sorts of issues that might be disturb ing his  
rela tion ship with his prot ag on ist. He knew about his poten tial for rival rous  
rela tion ships with brother figures, and about his some what distant rela tion ship 
with his father.

If Paul did confuse George with his own younger brother the psycho drama 
would run aground on the shoals of the director’s own neur otic diffi culties. There 
would be a risk that, whenever George was about to gain some satis fac tions in the 
session, Paul’s compet it ive envy would appear and he would uncon sciously use 
his power as the director to disrupt the psycho drama.

This might have been what was happen ing when Paul stopped George from 
talking to his psycho dra matic father. However, by using his self-knowledge Paul 
was able to under stand and resolve his prob lems suffi ciently to allow the session 
to continue.
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B The prot ag on ist’s trans fer ence rela tion ship with 
the director and auxil i ary egos

However, George too some times related to others in a manner more appro pri ate 
to his child hood. As the session progressed the ways in which he confused other 
men with his father were becom ing more obvious. He did this with Fred at work. 
There was similar beha viour, within the thera peutic frame work of the psycho-
drama, towards Victor when this group member was playing his father.

It seemed possible that another of his inner object rela tion ships was being exter-
n al ised and enacted when he reacted to Paul with fury in the session. His response 
was power ful when he was inter rup ted in his talk with his psycho dra matic father. 
The more relaxed director-protagonist rela tion ship of the here-and-now contract 
(the thera peutic alli ance) was replaced by an angry, petu lant response which Paul 
reacted to with anxiety and guilt. Paul wondered if George had been furious with 
his mother when she stopped his contacts with his father. He felt he had some 
under stand ing of the dynamic and asked George: ‘I wonder if you felt that other 
people in your child hood used to get in the way of your seeing your dad?’

With this ques tion he was attempt ing to link George’s diffi culties in the session 
with his past. To this extent his comment resembled the sort of inter pret at ive 
state ments a psycho ana lytic ther ap ist might have made. George asso ci ated his 
feel ings with times in his child hood when he was stopped from seeing his father. 
It felt to him ‘as if’ Paul was his mother. Paul was, in fact, indir ectly inter pret ing 
George’s trans fer ence to him.

C Feelings that are appro pri ate to the here-and-now

Moreno agreed that an ‘inter per sonal trans fer ence’ devel ops between patient and 
ther ap ist, but he felt that this process had to be distin guished from the tele rela-
tion ship between two people which is

not due to a symbolic trans fer ence, it has no neur otic motiv a tions but is due 
to certain real it ies which this other person embod ies and repres ents . . . [It is] 
a complex of feel ings which draws one person towards another and which is 
aroused by the real attrib utes of the other person.

(Moreno 1946 and 1977: 229)

Moreno believed that there could be no thera peutic progress in a psycho-drama 
session if trans fer ence or coun ter trans fer ence domin ates and

the auxil i ary egos are troubled among them selves because of (1) unre solved 
prob lems of their own, (2) protest against the psycho dra matic director,  
(3) poor portrayal of the roles assigned to them, (4) lack of faith and a negat ive 
atti tude toward the method used, or (5) inter per sonal conflicts among  
them selves, they create an atmo sphere which reflects on the thera peutic  
situ ation. . . . The decis ive factor for thera peutic progress is the tele.

(Moreno 1946 and 1977: xviii)
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There can be no doubt that in any rela tion ship real factors, includ ing tele, influ-
ence feel ings. In psycho drama there is a need to increase the reality of the encoun-
ters between group members, while the oppos ite is required in psycho ana lytic 
group therapy (see Chapter 11).

Indeed, one of the reasons that analytic psycho ther ap ists remain relat ively 
‘unknown’ (or ‘mirror’-like) to their patients is to dimin ish the feel ings and 
thoughts that might develop in the here-and-now between the two people. An 
encounter, in Moreno’s terms, must be avoided. For example, a patient may have 
the greatest diffi culty being angry ‘in the trans fer ence’ with his ther ap ist/mother 
if he has recently learnt that in reality his ther ap ist has suffered a personal bereave-
ment. Should this inform a tion be divulged the patient might feel concern or 
compas sion for the ther ap ist, a response that would be appro pri ate in the circum-
stances. Such feel ings are not produced by the trans fer ence.

A ther ap ist who is often late for sessions might stir anger in the patient, as 
would be normal in anyone treated in this disrespect ful way. This response in 
here-and-now reality could block the patient’s ability to exper i ence in the trans-
fer ence other more posit ive feel ings towards the ther ap ist. This is not to say that 
there might not be aspects of a trans fer ence reac tion in the response. It is also 
possible that the ther ap ist’s beha viour is his uncon scious response (being role 
respons ive but unaware) to subtle attacks or manip u la tions from the patient. Life 
is rarely simple, and emotions cannot always be clearly attrib uted to just one 
source.

Reality issues in the session

So, the director’s feel ings may also arise from real issues between himself and the 
prot ag on ist. Paul’s lead er ship was being chal lenged by George who felt that he 
might run the group better. It is perhaps under stand able that, in reality, Paul might 
have felt both threatened and some what angry. After all he was making a real 
effort to run the group well, in the evening, after a very full working day in his 
clinic.

I would include these feel ings, stirred up by Paul’s encounter with George, to 
the process of the coun ter trans fer ence. However, as I hope this chapter has made 
clear, this usage might not be accep ted by all psycho dy namic theor ists.

D Feelings unas so ci ated or uncon nec ted with the 
thera peutic process

I find it useful to separ ate those feel ings in the ther ap ist that derive from all the 
aspects of thera peutic process from those that have nothing to do with the therapy.

Paul had had a minor disagree ment with a colleague, before the psycho-drama 
session. Tom, a social worker, knew little of psycho drama and had no links with 
the group. Their problem was uncon nec ted with Paul’s work as a psycho-
dramatist. However, Paul started the session feeling some what ill at ease.

‘Perhaps Tom was right? Perhaps I shouldn’t have written that letter to Mrs 
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Smith?’ These thoughts went round in Paul’s head as the session began. They 
made him feel rather tense. He would have to try to sort out the problem tomor row. 
As the group got under way Paul felt his mood easing, his atten tion moved away 
from his prob lems outside the session and towards his prot ag on ist and his needs. 
However, there remained a small nagging doubt and worry about Tom’s comments.

Paul began to feel anxious in the session when the rela tion ship between him 
and George became a bit tricky. He once more felt uncom fort able. The feel ings 
seemed similar to those he had felt at the start of the session when they were more 
clearly uncon nec ted with the group. Perhaps his anxiety during the session also 
related just to his disagree ment with Tom and had nothing to do with his prot ag-
on ist, George. If that was the case his feel ings should not be attrib uted to a coun-
ter trans fer ence reac tion to his prot ag on ist or his group.

However, it is more likely that there was an inter ac tion of feel ings and 
responses. His diffi culty with Tom, uncon nec ted with the group, perhaps mirrored 
his slight conflict with George. His ‘mistake’ in stop ping George talking to his 
psycho dra matic ‘father’ reminded him of the tensions and concerns outside the 
session.

THE MECHANISMS OF THE 
COUNTERTRANSFERENCE

The processes of coun ter trans fer ence are clearly of great import ance in both indi-
vidual psycho ther apy and psycho drama. Paula Heimann wrote in 1950:

My thesis is that the analyst’s emotional response to his patient within the 
analytic situ ation repres ents one of the most import ant tools for his work. The 
analyst’s coun ter trans fer ence is an instru ment of research into the patient’s 
uncon scious.

The analytic situ ation . . . is a rela tion ship between two persons. What 
distin guishes this rela tion ship from others, is not the pres ence of feel ings in 
one partner, the patient, and their absence in the other, the analyst, but above 
all the degree of the feel ings and the use made of them. . . . If an analyst tries 
to work without consult ing his feel ings his inter pret a tions are poor.

‘On counter-transference’ (Heimann 1950: 81)

In his contri bu tion to the debate on the processes that occur between patient and 
ther ap ist, the Argentinian psycho ana lyst Heinrich Racker expressed the view that 
the term ‘trans fer ence’ should be used to describe the total psycho lo gical atti tude 
and emotional response of patient to ther ap ist which consists of:

both the trans fer ence dispos i tion and the present real (and espe cially analytic) 
exper i ences, the trans fer ence in its diverse expres sions being the result of 
these two factors.

Transference and Countertransference (Racker 1968: 133)
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Racker believed that the emotional responses in the psycho ana lyst during a 
session are also a

fusion of present and past, the continu ous and intim ate connec tion of reality 
and phant asy, of external and internal, conscious and uncon scious, that 
demands a concept embra cing the total ity of the analyst’s psycho lo gical 
response, and renders it advis able, at the same time, to keep for this total ity 
of response the accus tomed term ‘coun ter trans fer ence’.

(Racker 1968: 133)

The ther ap ist’s concord ant and comple ment ary 
iden ti fic a tions with the patient

Racker went on to consider the nature of the process whereby one indi vidual (the 
ther ap ist) gains under stand ing of the other (the patient). He sugges ted that the 
psycho ana lyst, because of the task in hand, has a ‘predis pos i tion to identify’ with 
the patient, a process, he says, which is the ‘basis of compre hen sion’.

The same is true of the director or auxil i ary ego as they work to under stand the 
psycho logy of the prot ag on ist they are seeking to help.

Racker believed that two forms of iden ti fic a tion occur: concord ant (or homo-
log ous) and comple ment ary.

Concordant iden ti fic a tion

Racker described how the indi vidual who has a wish to under stand the other

may achieve this aim by identi fy ing his ego with the patient’s ego, or to put 
it more clearly . . . by identi fy ing each part of his person al ity with the corres-
pond ing psycho lo gical part in the patient – his id with the patient’s id, his ego 
with ego, his super ego with the super ego, accept ing these iden ti fic a tions in 
his conscious ness.

The concord ant iden ti fic a tion is based . . . on the reson ance of the exter ior 
in the interior, on recog ni tion of what belongs to another as one’s own (‘this 
part of you is I’) and on the equa tion of what is one’s own with what belongs 
to another (‘this part of me is you’).

(Racker 1968: 134–5)

Chapter 4 described how the indi vidual’s inner world consists of object rela-
tion ships of I-objects relat ing to other-objects, linked by a feeling (or affect) and 
roles. Concordant iden ti fic a tion is a process whereby we all gain some under-
stand ing of other people in our lives. It involves putting oneself into the shoes (or 
at least the I-objects) of the other, relat ing one part of oneself with the same (or 
homo log ous) part of someone else. The process is in part conscious. ‘I wonder 
what it would be like to be in his posi tion?’

For much of the time, however, we do it without plan ning or much  
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think ing. We identify with, and feel distress for, orphans seen on the tele vi sion 
news. We can identify with being lost and without parents. We put ourselves, 
briefly and without fore thought, in their posi tion. We identify with their  
losses, sadness, and pain. I believe that this process relates to Moreno’s  
concept of tele.

Paul’s under stand ing of George may have been based on the fact that Paul 
became aware that ‘If I were in that posi tion of having a valued conver sa tion 
stopped I might feel awful.’

Likewise, the director may consciously attempt to gain under stand ing of the 
prot ag on ist by wonder ing, ‘How would I feel if I were having this excit ing 
meeting with my dad?’

It is through these tech niques, which could be considered to be intra psychic 
role-reversals, that we all gain some under stand ing of other people.

Complementary iden ti fic a tion

This process is rather differ ent in that the ther ap ist iden ti fies with the patient’s 
‘other’ inner-objects.

The patient in psycho ther apy exper i ences his ther ap ist as if he were, say, his 
‘father’ and has feel ings and perhaps behaves in a way more appro pri ate to his 
child hood. This of course is the trans fer ence. The ther ap ist then iden ti fies, not 
with the ‘self’ of the patient, but with his internal ‘father’ with whom the ‘self’ is 
in an internal rela tion ship. It is through this iden ti fic a tion that the ther ap ist 
devel ops some of the feel ings appro pri ate to the role of ‘father’.

In psycho drama sessions a similar process occurs involving both iden ti fic a tion 
(by the auxil i ary ego) and projec tion (by the prot ag on ist). The prot ag on ist projects 
his internal ‘other’ object onto the group member who then, to a vari able extent, 
responds to this projec tion. The group member playing the role of the ‘father’ 
iden ti fies with this inner object of the prot ag on ist.

This process involves both conscious and uncon scious aspects. Victor and 
George both knew the dramatic nature of their ‘father-son’ rela tion ship. Victor 
consciously took on the role of the father, but his ability to enact this part involved 
his uncon scious use of his concord ant and comple ment ary iden ti fic a tions with the 
prot ag on ist.

The uses of coun ter trans fer ence responses in  
a session

Psychoanalysts are now well aware of the thera peutic useful ness and import ance 
of the coun ter trans fer ence in treat ment. Let us consider, in more detail, how this 
process might be recog nised and used in psycho drama.

What sort of feel ings did George’s trans fer ence rela tion ship to Paul stir up in 
his director? Paul felt anxious and rather guilty. He could see no reason to feel 
quite so distressed at this point in the session.

How does the ther ap ist (or for that matter anyone else) feel when they are 
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related to ‘as if’ they are someone else? Often with confu sion, as they become 
aware of feel ings that intel lec tu ally or cognit ively seem wrong or inap pro pri ate  
to the situ ation. This sense of uncer tainty can suggest that the other person (in  
this session George) might be, in some way, manip u lat ing their feel ings and  
beha viour.

How can the director and those members of the group acting as auxil i ary  
egos use the feel ings stirred up by their rela tion ship with the prot ag on ist?  
Their feel ings give them inform a tion, if they choose to be aware of it, about  
the other person’s modes of relat ing and thus hints about their internal object  
rela tion ships.

And how can the director or group members use this inform a tion to help the 
process of psycho drama? In this session Paul asked a ques tion that linked George’s 
present and past. Victor used his feel ings (coun ter trans fer ence) to (re)create 
George’s father.

How did Paul reach the point when he felt that he could make the state ment 
about people keeping George away from his father? I believe that, having used his 
own feel ings (his coun ter trans fer ence) to gain under stand ing of his prot ag on ist, 
he was able to separ ate himself emotion ally from George. It was then easier for 
Paul, now being more object ive, to form the hunch that George had been in this 
situ ation before in child hood and that he was uncon sciously re-enacting it in the 
session.

George and Paul

The uncon scious aspects of the rela tion ship between prot ag on ist and director can 
cause signi fic ant disrup tion to the process of protagonist-centred psycho drama if 
they are not under stood and resolved.

In our psycho drama the prot ag on ist’s emotional focus shifted (due to Paul’s 
clumsy inter ven tion) from auxil i ary to director. Now Paul exper i enced the effects 
of George’s projec tions onto him. He was being treated ‘as if’ he was George’s 
mother. For Paul sensed that George was no longer react ing to him as his director 
(with a contract in the working alli ance). He felt (through his feel ings in the coun-
ter trans fer ence) as if he was being treated as someone else. There was a sudden 
increase in the intens ity of George’s responses to him, and Paul began to feel 
distressed and guilty. ‘I’ve hurt this man. I’ve deprived him of his father. I’m not 
a good-enough ther ap ist/mother.’

Paul had iden ti fied with one of George’s inner-objects and he knew that his 
intense feel ings were a possible indic a tion of a devel op ing trans fer ence reac tion 
towards him from his prot ag on ist. He began to feel rather anxious and guilty as if 
he had commit ted a major offence against his prot ag on ist. His self-awareness, and 
tech nical know ledge, sugges ted that his mistake in his direct ing did not warrant 
this strength of response. He asked himself: ‘Who is George treat ing me as if I 
was?’ From what he had learnt about George he guessed that it was the ‘mother’ 
who had deprived George of contact with his father. He used this intu ition to 
move the psycho drama forwards.
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George, it seems, reacted to his psycho drama director, Paul, with the anger he 
felt towards his caring, but controlling, mother when she inter rup ted his contact 
and rela tion ship with his father in child hood. Paul isn’t a woman, but his style of 
direct ing, which is both caring and at times controlling, linked with George’s 
(natural) need to use and to depend on his director, seemed to remind George of 
his rela tion ship with his mother.

This situ ation poten tially threatened the psycho drama. For George, Paul had 
become uncon sciously iden ti fied with his mother. Once Paul became aware of 
this he had several options:

1 Recalling his train ing as a psycho ana lytic ther ap ist, he could ‘inter pret’ 
George’s trans fer ence to him.

2 He could facil it ate an ‘encounter’ in the session between George and the real 
Paul. ‘Look George, why are you so angry with me at this moment. What 
have I done?’

3 He could ask George to do some of the work and say:
 ‘I wonder if you felt other people used to get in the way of your seeing your 

dad?’

Option one was not really possible as this was a psycho drama group. And 
exper i ence in psycho ana lytic therapy shows that, initially, the inter pret a tion of the 
trans fer ence leads to the process being intens i fied. This would just have increased 
Paul’s diffi culties with George.

Option two was both psycho dra matic and poten tially effect ive. Paul decided to 
apolo gise to George (a state ment made in a brief, here-and-now ‘encounter’). 
This move appeared to be effect ive.

He then rapidly moved on to the third option in an attempt to discover who this 
inner object was in George’s life. The next step was to enrol an auxil i ary from the 
group into this role of ‘mother’.

In the session George became rapidly aware that the problem was not just 
between himself and Paul. The inter rup tion in his psycho drama reminded him of 
his mother getting in the way of his contact with his father.

This insight provided the director with more signi fic ant inform a tion about his 
prot ag on ist and allowed the psycho drama to continue, by moving on into another 
scene crucial to George’s dilemma.



Chapter 8

Psychological defence  
mech an isms

The group

‘Who could play your mother, George?’
George looked around the group; his shoulders became more hunched. He was 

finding it very diffi cult to choose. Paul moved closer to him and put a hand on his 
shoulder.

‘Come on, George.’
‘All right. Joyce, will you play my mother?’

He sounded very tent at ive.
‘Yes, I’d be pleased to.’
Joyce got up off her cushion and came onto the stage.
‘George can you tell us three things about your mother to help Joyce play her.’
‘Well, she’s very loving . . . a good mother . . .’
‘Yes.’
‘And she’s a good cook. I really like her apple pie. She can be a bit moody.’
‘So, she’s a loving good mother, a good cook, but a bit moody. Do you think 

you know enough to start playing her?’
‘Yes.’
‘So, where do we meet your mother? Can you remem ber a partic u lar moment?’
‘Yes, my parents were fight ing. I was up in bed. I could hear them even though 

my door was closed.’
‘Quickly, show us your house. What room were your parents in. Set it up and 

also your bedroom.’
George set the scenes, using chairs and cush ions.
‘Let’s see you in bed. How old are you now?’
‘Five, no 3 or 4. I know I’ve not gone to school yet. The bedroom has a small 

night-light. I used to be afraid of the dark. The door is shut.’
George snuggled down into the cush ions that made his bed, as a group member 

lowered the level of the light in the group room.
‘How are you feeling?’
‘Small and lonely. I don’t like it when my parents fight.’
‘What are they saying?’
‘My mother says she will throw my father out of the house. He’s done it once 



Psychological defence mech an isms 113

too often. Then I hear my father plead ing, and then shout ing. I wish I couldn’t 
hear. I put my head under the pillow. It doesn’t help!’

Based on what George said, ‘mother’ and ‘father’ started the row. As the 
volume increased George huddled up more in his bed.

‘What do you want to tell them?’
‘Nothing. I’m scared of my father. He gets so angry.’
‘Do you get angry? Do you get out of bed?’
‘Not until my father leaves the house. He’s so angry and it’s all my fault!’
George seemed unable to leave his bed, so Paul indic ated that the ‘father’ 

should leave the house. This was done by some final shouts and the crash of the 
front door (a chair hit hard on the floor of the group room).

‘OK, your father’s gone. What do you do now?’
George got out of bed, and crept down to his ‘mother’ who was weeping in the 

living room. George comfor ted her.
‘Poor Georgie, Daddy’s gone.’
George was silent.
‘Is there some thing you want to say to your mother?’
George looked help less and stuck.
‘Would a double help?’
He nodded. Paul indic ated that Peter, who had risen from his cushion could 

double George.
‘I’m so confused, Mummy,’ said the double. George nodded in agree ment.
‘Why has Daddy gone?’
‘Reverse.’
George reversed with his ‘mother’, the double with drew slightly.
‘I really can’t tell you Georgie. You’re too young.’
They reversed again. The scene contin ued, but remained rather slow and stuck. 

The use of a double had not helped.
‘It seems to me George that you have both loving and angry feel ings towards 

your mother. Should we try having two chairs, one for each aspect of your mother?’
Two chairs were placed on the stage.
‘Which part of your mother is this chair? Reverse with your mother and tell us.’
‘I’m the part that Georgie loves. We are never cross with each other. He’s a 

very good boy.’
Paul then asked George to change chairs.
‘I hate my son. I’d never have married if I hadn’t been preg nant with him.’
‘Reverse, become your self again. Which part of your mother do you wish to talk 

to first?’
‘The angry part. I’ve never spoken to that bit. Mummy and me always had such 

an easy rela tion ship.’
Joyce sat in the ‘angry’ chair.
‘You made me so angry at times. I really hated you. You drove Daddy out of 

the house. You made his life a misery. Are you surprised that he saw other  
women? Women who could be nice to him. Women who didn’t always complain 
and nag . . . .’
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George was in full flight: many ideas, accus a tions thought for many years but 
not said out loud.

‘Great, George! What do you need to say to the other part of your mother?’
Joyce changes chairs.
‘Oh. I loved you, I needed you. You cared for me, and looked after me after 

daddy left us. You were such a great mum.’
George was able to relate to the separ ate parts of his mother, and, through the 

use of role-reversal, both parts expressed their views of George.
Continued on page 135.

THE INNER WORLD MAKES ITSELF KNOWN

The Desire and Pursuit of the Whole (Rolfe 1934 and 1986) was the title of the last 
book written by Frederick, Fr. Rolfe (a.k.a. Baron Corvo). In this strange auto bi o-
graph ical novel he described what he sought in life: the perfect friend. These words 
perhaps also sum up what the motiv a tion is that drives people into psycho ther apy.

Rolfe lived (1860 to 1913) a complic ated and tormen ted life during which he 
wrote several mainly auto bi o graph ical and rather bizarre novels (includ ing 
Hadrian the Seventh published in 1904). He was also an artist and made several 
abort ive attempts to enter the Roman priest hood (hence his use of the title Fr.).

Rolfe fell foul of almost every one he had any deal ings with and respon ded to 
the world (and every one in it) with an intense angry para noia, constantly seeking 
friend ship and secur ity, but always losing it through his egocentric and impossible 
ways. There was a marked, and rather tragic, compul sion in the way he kept 
repeat ing the same disastrous patterns of beha viour (Symons 1934; Woolf 1974; 
Rolfe 1974b; Benkovitz 1977).

I believe that a modern psychi at rist or psycho ana lyst would say that he had a 
border line (or unin teg rated) person al ity (Kernberg 1975; American Psychiatric 
Association 1980; Pope et al. 1983).

However, Fr. Rolfe was very differ ent from, and much more disturbed than, 
George. An under stand ing of the psycho lo gical make-up of such indi vidu als will 
help us to make sense of the earli est stages of the devel op ment of the psyche, as 
they use, in a devel op mental sense, the very prim it ive or imma ture defence mech-
an isms of early child hood which I describe later in this chapter. I am aware of 
Moreno’s attack on the ‘psycho ana lysis’ of the dead (Moreno 1967), but I think 
that there are some useful points to be made through discuss ing the tragic life of 
this man.

The title of his last novel sums up his aim in life, to be somehow whole, not to 
be in parts, and to have a rela tion ship with another person. He failed in his aims. 
Unable to defend himself against his rages and inner conflicts, he died desti tute in 
Venice still seeking but not accept ing what was avail able to him.

George’s prob lems were much less marked, his person al ity was more integ-
rated and he tended to use the more mature defences of the neur otic indi vidual. 
But he also exper i enced personal distress. His solu tion was to seek help in  
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psycho ther apy in an attempt to recon cile the contra dic tions and diffi culties in  
his rela tion ships with the world. He too had Desires and was in pursuit of the 
Whole: a sense of self without too many conflicts in easy rela tion ship with others.

How to under stand the prob lems

Fr. Rolfe and George had, in common with the rest of us, complex inner worlds, 
the product of their inher ited genes, their personal histor ies, and cultural and 
social influ ences. These inner worlds made them selves known through the  
beha viour and feel ings of these two men.

The ways in which their psycho lo gical prob lems are formu lated will depend on 
the ther ap ist’s belief systems.

A clas sical Freudian would say that they both had the id impulses (the drives  
of love and aggres sion) that sought discharge, putting pres sure on their egos 
which had to relate to the demands of the id, the super-ego, and external reality. 
Such internal conflicts may lead to anxiety and psychic distress.

Object rela tions theory, while accept ing the exist ence of drives, puts more 
stress on the fact that both men were ‘object’, ‘person’, or ‘other’ seeking, and 
that the nature of the rela tion ships they made with others will have depended, in 
part, on their inner ‘object rela tion ships’ created as a result of their child hood 
exper i ences.

Certain new rela tion ships could be made with impun ity. Other rela tion ships, 
perhaps driven by a repe ti tion compul sion, would have had signi fic ant rever ber a-
tions with internal reality. There would have been stress between conflict ing inner 
object rela tion ships with result ing psychic distress; for example, anxiety, panic, 
or depres sion.

THE PSYCHE DEFENDS ITSELF AGAINST PAIN

The psyche attempts to reduce these emotional responses through the use of its 
defence mech an isms.

Both the Freudian and the object rela tions theor ists would be in agree ment that 
not all aspects of the drives, or of the inner object rela tion ships, can be easily 
thought about (which of course means in conscious ness), let alone discharged or 
exter n al ised in the real world.

Free expres sion could result in distress ing repe ti tions or enact ments of past 
dramas. Even controlling the impulse to act out (or exter n al ise the drama) may not 
solve the problem. Anxiety and mental pain will increase as conflict ing object rela-
tion ships, and the asso ci ated repres ent a tions of self and other, enter conscious ness.

The defence mech an isms of Fr. Rolfe and George

The defence mech an isms that the psyche (or ego) uses in attempts to defend  
itself from this situ ation are created in infancy and child hood and can be  
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considered along a devel op mental spec trum. Fr. Rolfe and George used the 
psychic defences appro pri ate to their very differ ent levels of emotional growth.

Fr. Rolfe was an imma ture social and emotional failure, whose life was ruined 
by his inner turmoil, who gained fame (through his books) only after his death. He 
appeared to have had no real istic concern for others in his life.

George, however, was a hard-working, respec ted, and loved member of the 
community. Like many of us, he was a product ive and caring member of society, 
not too disabled by his internal psychic conflicts.

THE EARLY YEARS OF NOT BEING INTEGRATED: 
THE DEFENCE MECHANISMS OF THOSE YET TO 
DEVELOP CONCERN FOR OTHERS

I have described how, accord ing to my view of object rela tions theory, the inner 
world of the indi vidual devel ops. In the early months there is an accu mu la tion of 
memory traces, laid down as a result of exper i ences between the child and the 
envir on ment. Slowly order is brought to the chaos, initially through the growth of 
clusters of object rela tion ships grouped together by the asso ci ated valen cies (see 
Kernberg 1976).

However, there is continu ing contro versy in psycho ana lytic circles about the 
early life of the ‘ego’. Freud’s writ ings on the subject are complex and (as with 
much of Freud) not entirely consist ent. This is under stand able as he developed his 
ideas over almost fifty years. In his final formu la tions he believed that what he 
called the ‘ego’ developed during infancy as a consequence of life exper i ences. At 
birth very little of this ‘ego’ exists. Freud did, however, indic ate that the tiny 
infant is capable of some defens ive activ ity, even though he asso ci ated these 
processes with the ego. (For a review of these issues see Laplanche and Pontalis 
1967 or Wollheim 1973.)

Melanie Klein’s views were differ ent. Hanna Segal stated that:

In Melanie Klein’s view, suffi cient ego exists at birth to exper i ence anxiety, 
use defence mech an isms and form prim it ive object-relations in phant asy and 
in reality.

(Segal 1964 and 1973: 24)

Klein herself said:

I would . . . say that the early ego largely lacks cohe sion, and a tend ency 
towards integ ra tion altern ates with a tend ency towards disin teg ra tion, a 
falling to bits. I believe that these fluc tu ations are char ac ter istic of the first 
few months of life. . . . We are, I think, justi fied in assum ing that some of the 
func tions we know from the later ego are there at the begin ning. Prominent 
amongst these func tions is that of dealing with anxiety.

(Klein 1946 and 1975: 4)
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The earli est defence mech an isms

However it is concep tu al ised, it is now gener ally accep ted that the infant’s psyche 
is able to use prim it ive defence mech an isms against psychic distress as well as 
under tak ing the neces sary devel op mental tasks of the mind.

These defence mech an isms are usually considered to be those of split ting, 
projec tion, and project ive iden ti fic a tion.

Splitting

Klein believed that the tiny infant’s ego resorts to split ting, in an attempt to cope 
with the anxiety caused by the conflict between the death and life instincts (Segal 
1964 and 1973: 25). In order to cope with the negat ive power of the death instinct 
the ego splits itself and projects outwards that part of itself contain ing the drive 
deriv at ives of this instinct. The external object (in Klein’s theory the breast) is 
then exper i enced as perse cutory or ‘bad’.

There is also a split ting in the ego, and projec tion outwards of aspects of the 
libido. Thus, the ego’s exper i ence of its rela tion ship with external objects is then 
one of a split, there being both a ‘good’ and ‘bad’ breast. The consequence of this 
projec tion is that the infant feels perse cuted. Klein wrote: ‘I believe that the ego is 
incap able of split ting the object – internal and external – without a corres pond ing 
split ting taking place within the ego’ (Klein 1946 and 1975: 6).

Thus, for Melanie Klein and her follow ers, a unified, if fragile ego exists at 
birth, which early on uses split ting as an active defence against anxiety.

I describe another psycho ana lytic view of these devel op ments in the infant in 
Chapter 4. In this model the inner world, in its very earli est stages, is not integ-
rated; that is, it is in parts (or frag ments), posit ive and negat ive, good and bad, 
loving and hating feel ings, that all exist separ ated and disor gan ised because that 
was the way these memory traces were laid down in the psyche.

The parts are not separ ate because of an active split ting process in which they 
are ‘burst by explo sion or pres sure from within’ to be ‘deprived of or to lose 
unity’ (Pocket Oxford Dictionary 1924), for they were not origin ally one. It is the 
devel op mental task of the psyche to bring order to this original chaos of unin teg-
rated memory traces or early object rela tion ships.

In this view the psycho lo gical defence of split ting is a return from an  
integ rated or ambi val ent condi tion to an earlier state of being. As in Klein’s 
theory, the defence mech an ism is used to keep ‘good’ away from (or  
protec ted from) ‘bad’. However, the split ting is of complete object rela tion ships 
rather than simple inner-objects. Thus the internal splits are the result of  
a second ary process, or, as Josephine Klein puts it, people who use the  
defence mech an ism of split ting ‘crack again along the original split’ (personal 
commu nic a tion).

Rolfe used split ting extens ively. He (for a time) ideal ised new friends,  
placing on their rela tion ship unreal istic expect a tions. At the same time he  
denig rated others, seeing no good in people who might have been willing and  
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able to assist him. Splitting is not only a feature of infancy or patho logy. Hanna 
Segal pointed out that:

There are other aspects of split ting which remain and are import ant in mature 
life. For instance, the ability to pay atten tion, or to suspend one’s emotion in 
order to form an intel lec tual judg ment, would not be achieved without the 
capa city for tempor ary revers ible split ting.

(Segal 1964 and 1973: 35)

George and split ting

Let us consider how George used a process of split ting in the psycho drama.
He was a not very happy, rather neur otic indi vidual who used the relat ively 

mature defence mech an isms of repres sion, sublim a tion, and displace ment. 
Normally he did not use, to any signi fic ant extent, the defence mech an ism of split-
ting, although he tended at times to use project ive iden ti fic a tion.

The tech niques of psycho drama allowed for the reduc tion of his lifelong  
use of repres sion. He became aware of his anger towards his much loved  
mother. He then, however, became very anxious and distressed. He could  
not continue the scene with his mother as he once more gained contact with  
the object rela tion ship in which he hated this controlling parent. It was his  
need for her, and no doubt his love, that in child hood resul ted in the  
repres sion of the object rela tion ship contain ing the self-representation ‘I hate my 
mother’.

The psycho drama had allowed uncon scious mater ial to surface. In the  
session the director wished George to remain in conscious contact with his  
anger and hate of his mother. He hoped that George could in time produce a  
more satis fact ory use of defence mech an isms that did not result in total  
repres sion (indeed suppres sion) of import ant aspects of himself. The know ledge 
of his conflicts would also allow George to use his cognit ive processes to gain 
some under stand ing and control over his inner world and its consequences in  
the external world.

However, at this point in the session, when George became very anxious, his 
spon taneity and creativ ity were reduced and he felt completely stuck.

So the director assisted George by suggest ing that he consciously split the 
aspects of his mother in the exter n al isa tion on the psycho dra matic stage. To do 
this he used two chairs, one for the ‘loving good mother’, the other for the ‘hateful 
bad mother’. George could, of course, now relate to these two exter n al isa tions of 
his inner mother with the appro pri ate I-object roles formed when George was a 
child. He could shout at his ‘bad’ mother without the concern for his ‘good’ 
mother who sat in a separ ate chair.

In the psycho drama George is encour aged to use split ting as a defence  
against his ambi val ence and guilt, with their asso ci ated feel ings of anxiety. As 
this defence mech an ism is a psycho lo gical process normally asso ci ated with  
early infancy and with Mrs Klein’s paranoid-schizoid posi tion, it might be said 
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that he had regressed (in terms of the matur ity of his defences) to assist the  
thera peutic process.

And of course people do regress in real life, under psycho lo gical or social 
stress. ‘Others’ become increas ingly ‘black’ or ‘white’, ‘good’ or ‘bad’. 
Ambivalence is lost as is concern for the damage that might be caused by our rage 
direc ted towards the ‘bad’ people around us. All becomes simple.

In extreme situ ations the integ rated exper i ence of the ‘self’ and ‘others’ frag-
ments, the I identi fy ing with any of these frag ments. The indi vidual loses contact 
with adult reality and psychosis devel ops.

George certainly isn’t psychotic in the session. The dramatic use of ‘split ting’ 
in the session helped George to reduce his anxiety and to express long repressed 
feel ings. Thus his spon taneity and creativ ity increased, and he was able to find 
new emotional and cognit ive solu tions to his dilemma.

This situ ation chal lenged reality. George did not have two mothers,  
one bad, one good. However, he main tained aspects of his adult ‘observing  
ego’ which watched him talking to the two, now split, aspects of his mother.  
If George had actu ally believed this situ ation, it would have been said  
that his ‘reality testing was impaired’. He would have been deluded and  
psychotic.

A regres sion to this defence, while it may be of short-term use, in the long term 
signi fic antly reduces the indi vidual’s ability to have an integ rated, reality-
orientated, and thus sane rela tion ship with the world.

The use of split ting, involving the thera peutic illu sions of psycho drama, 
allowed George to make progress. As the session progressed he was able to reach 
a conscious accept ance of his ambi val ence towards his mother. In a child this 
devel op mental progress could take months or years to come about. And in a 
border line indi vidual, such as Fr. Rolfe, it may never fully occur.

Projection and project ive iden ti fic a tion

Splitting is normally asso ci ated with the defence mech an isms of ‘projec tion’ and 
‘project ive iden ti fic a tion’.

We need to be careful when talking about these processes. Psychoanalysts  
use the terms in rather differ ent ways. For example, Melanie Klein used the  
term ‘projec tion’ for a psychic mech an ism that was a funda mental feature of  
tiny infants (see Hinshelwood 1989 for a discus sion), while Kernberg applies  
the word to a mech an ism used by neur otic adults (Kernberg in Sandler 1988: 94). 
Likewise, for some, the use of project ive iden ti fic a tion by adults may be  
considered to be a sign of patho logy (e.g. Segal 1964, or see Sandler 1988 for  
a review), while for others (e.g. Moses, also in Sandler 1988) project ive  
iden ti fic a tion is asso ci ated with the much more mature defence mech an isms of 
the neur otic indi vidual.

I have always considered projec tion to be a very prim it ive mech an ism used  
by the tiniest infant and by the deeply psychotic, deluded and hallu cin at ing,  
adult (see Segal 1973) and I use this term in this way in this book.
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Projection

The processes of projec tion are power ful when they occur in adults. The psychotic 
or schizo phrenic throws out aspects of them selves in a random and unfocused 
manner. Anyone (or indeed anything) can become the repos it ory of the projec ted 
aspects of the self. Indeed such people will often imagine that they hear these  
indi vidu als or objects talking about them using their own words. They live in 
a threat en ing world where many people or objects feed their delu sions of  
perse cu tion.

The perse cutory ‘others’ are entirely passive, and may be human or inan im ate 
(for example, a tele vi sion set). The psychotic ‘knows’ that the other person is 
‘angry’, for the responses of the other are imma ter ial, requir ing no valid a tion from 
another person. He hears voices from the refri ger ator and thus does not require the 
fridge to talk. The delu sions and hallu cin a tions are inde pend ent of external reality.

Projection for Melanie Klein was an essen tial element of the infant’s psyche. 
She believed that:

The imma ture ego of the infant is exposed from birth to the anxiety stirred up 
by the inborn polar ity of instincts – the imme di ate conflict between the life 
instinct and the death instinct. . . . When faced with the anxiety produced by 
the death instinct, the ego deflects it. This deflec tion . . . in Melanie Klein’s 
view, consists partly of a projec tion, partly of a conver sion of the death 
instinct into aggres sion. The ego splits itself and projects that part of itself 
that contains the death instinct outwards into the original external object – the 
breast. Thus, the breast . . . is felt to be bad and threat en ing to the ego, giving 
rise to a feeling of perse cu tion.

(Segal 1964 and 1973: 25)

In this process an indi vidual projects part of himself (with asso ci ated affects) 
onto someone else, in infancy usually the mother. According to Klein, the 
projec ted parts of the self also include the good and loving aspects of the inner 
world. In this circum stance the other is felt to be the repos it ory of ‘good’ while the 
self may be exper i enced as frag men ted and lacking in posit ive qual it ies (see Segal 
1964 and 1973; Sandler 1988).

The asso ci ation of this process with the psychic mech an isms used by tiny 
infants is a funda mental aspect of Kleinian theory. However, research (and 
every day exper i ence) shows that even the newborn has an acute aware ness of the 
reality of others (Stern 1985).

Projective iden ti fic a tion

The process of project ive iden ti fic a tion is both more subtle and more select ive 
than that which occurs in projec tion. It is a feature of the psychic func tion ing of 
infants, and many adults.

As in projec tion, objects from the indi vidual’s inner world are projec ted 
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outwards, not towards any object but onto specific indi vidu als. These projec tions, 
reflect ing a more integ rated inner world, contain not only the inner object, but also 
the asso ci ated affect and role.

In adults it allows, for example, an indi vidual who cannot stand the self-image 
of the ‘angry destruct ive man’ to get rid of his anger by project ing it into (and  
thus exper i en cing it from) someone else. Projection of the role occurs towards  
a person who is likely to respond; the actual responses of the other person  
confirm the ‘fact’ of the success ful projec tion. It is for this reason that project ive 
iden ti fic a tion works only with another person, a person who must be role 
respons ive and identify with the projec tion. George could not have used  
project ive iden ti fic a tion to rid his inner world of the ‘bad father’ unless Fred was 
able to respond appro pri ately.

Sandler described how in psycho ther apy the patient uncon sciously acts to 
manip u late or provoke certain actions or responses from the analyst that are 
congru ent with the object rela tion ship involved in the trans fer ence. He wrote that: 
‘In the trans fer ence, in many subtle ways, the patient attempts to prod the analyst 
into behav ing in a partic u lar way’ (‘Countertransference and role-responsiveness’, 
Sandler 1976: 44).

The ther ap ist will become aware of these manip u la tions and the asso ci ated 
projec tions through his own feel ings and thoughts (his coun ter trans fer ence). 
Sandler believes that the ther ap ist, in addi tion to his free-floating conscious  
atten tion (which is linked to emotional responses and cognit ive under stand ing), 
also has a free-floating poten tial for a beha vi oural response. He may thus, all 
too easily, fall into the psychic trap and respond actively as, say, ‘the uncar ing 
father’ or the ‘over-protective mother’.

In the former role, if a patient behaves like a rejec ted and abused child and 
treats his ther ap ist like a bad father it will not be long before the ther ap ist begins 
to feel like a reject ing father. He may be late for his patient’s sessions or at worst 
miss one alto gether.

In the latter role he will perhaps express excess anxiety about any new move  
or project in his patient’s life. The ther ap ist has iden ti fied with the parent role  
and has begun to act like a father/mother to the patient who feels and acts like a 
child/son.

Such beha viour is described as the ther ap ist’s ‘acting out’ and as such cannot 
meet with approval, even though it may increase the drama of the treat ment. It 
can, however, be under stood as a consequence of the projec tions of the patient’s 
inner objects. Ideally the ther ap ist will pause and think about what is going on, 
and use his ideas to form an inter pret a tion.

Such objectiv ity is one crucial differ ence between psycho ther apy and  
every day life where project ive iden ti fic a tion may be a feature of many of our 
inter ac tions.

Rolfe’s letters demon strate his deep sense of perse cu tion result ing from  
his use of project ive iden ti fic a tion. (The initials refer to the names of his  
perse cutors.)
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And P-G and B. and T. have made up their minds to take the fullest advant age 
of that condi tion [Rolfe’s poverty and phys ical illness]. It isn’t neces sary for 
them to commit murder. All they have to do is just keep quite still while I 
die. . . . Now mark me well. I won’t die, till I’ve had a good kick out 
all round. So this is what I’ve done. . . . Also, I have denounced P-G, and B. 
and T. to the Publishers’ Association as thieves of my work giving partic u lars 
of the works stolen so that no publisher will dare issue them without my 
consent.

(Rolfe 1974b: 66–7)

No doubt people did misuse Rolfe, but they were sorely provoked by this  
diffi cult man.

George too was, in some ways, a passive-aggressive indi vidual who needed  
to feel calm and collec ted. He could only achieve this peace of mind, since he  
had much internal anger, through the projec tion of his own angry inner-objects 
onto indi vidu als likely to respond. For example, the projec tion of a ‘father’  
inner-object (together with its role attrib utes and affects) is more likely to  
be made towards an older male father figure than, say, towards a teen ager or a 
woman.

These people then had to be psych ic ally possessed and controlled, for they  
now contained parts of George’s self. The situ ation has been likened to a boy  
with a balloon into which he has projec ted some of his inner-objects. He must 
hang on for dear life if he is not to lose bits of himself. And as his father figures 
respon ded George felt himself to be surroun ded by angry men, as indeed he was 
at times.

George’s projec tions in the office will have been confirmed by the angry 
dismissive responses of Fred whose feel ings were stirred up by George. The roles 
and affects of anger had been projec ted, or trans ferred, by the subtle manip u la-
tions and prods of his passive-aggressive beha viour. George denied his own anger 
but exper i enced it in Fred. Thus George could say to himself: ‘Look, I’m not 
angry at all. It is you who has the temper, not me.’

Projective iden ti fic a tion does not involve a complete loss of contact with 
reality. However, reality testing is some what impaired. Fred was not George’s 
absent father, nor was Paul his controlling mother, none the less George acted (at 
times) as though they were. But note that Fred was often absent and that Paul 
could be controlling, beha viours inde pend ent of George which, however, created 
a dynamic inter play with his inner world and past exper i ences.

Different internal aspects of the indi vidual (say ‘angry man’ or ‘needy child’) 
will be projec ted onto differ ent people. Projective iden ti fic a tion requires two 
people. When George projec ted the needy hurt child aspects of himself onto his 
social work clients, he lost contact with these parts of his person al ity in himself 
and exper i enced them as exist ing in others.

Of course those who were respons ive to the projec ted roles may well have been 
project ing back the recip rocal role from their own inner world. George’s needy 
clients found a social worker who needed to be needed.
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The passive-aggressive woman, who had an angry abusive father, finds an 
angry husband who needs to attack his wife. All the part ners in these types of rela-
tion ship have the greatest diffi culty in letting go. And if they do so they will often 
rush into a further repe ti tion with someone else.

Violent men are often them selves victims, having exper i enced viol ence them-
selves as chil dren. They may identify with their own aggress ive fathers, project ing 
their ‘abused help less little boy’ self-representation onto those they attack as 
adults. As aggress ive men they no longer have to face the anxi et ies and terrors of 
the abused child.

Kernberg provided a summary of project ive iden ti fic a tion. It is a mech an ism 
consist ing of:

(a)  project ing of intol er able aspects of intra psychic exper i ence onto an 
object,
(b)  main tain ing empathy with what is projec ted,
(c)  attempt ing to control the object as a continu ing defens ive effort against  
intol er able psychic exper i ence,
(d)  and uncon sciously indu cing in the object what is the actual inter ac tion 
with the object.

(Kernberg in Sandler 1988: 94)

The defence mech an isms of split ting and project ive iden ti fic a tion are most 
power fully observed in the more disturbed indi vidu als, such as those with border-
line person al ity struc tures. Some see project ive iden ti fic a tion, when used as a 
psychic defence by adults, as a sign of serious emotional prob lems. Others, however, 
includ ing myself, believe that this psycho lo gical process is common, and a feature 
of more integ rated and mature people and thus an aspect, at times, of most people’s 
psychic func tion ing. The American psycho ana lyst, Rafael Moses wrote:

Only in the last two or three decades has it become more gener ally accep ted 
that many of the mech an isms previ ously described for psychotic patients 
(perhaps all of them) are ubiquit ous. They are to be found not only in all our 
patients, but ourselves. (And of course, they abound in our colleagues!)

(Moses in Sandler 1988: 143–4)

THE BORDERLINE OR UNINTEGRATED 
PERSONALITY

Let us consider Fr. Rolfe in the light of our discus sion of prim it ive defence mech-
an isms. He was clearly a most diffi cult and pecu liar man. I have indic ated that he 
might be described as having a border line person al ity. What is meant by this?

Put simply, such indi vidu als have not yet reached a solid integ ra tion of  
their inner worlds. Both I-objects and other-objects remain separ ated and 
split by valency or emotional charge (Kernberg 1976). Thus they do not have  
a real istic (and so ambi val ent) internal repres ent a tional world, nor do they  



124 The inner world outside

have a consist ent and integ rated sense of self. This inner turmoil is reflec ted in 
their beha viour and in the rela tion ships that they make.

Gunderson and Singer (1975) reviewed the vast liter at ure (which has of course 
greatly increased since then) on this topic and decided that they could describe a 
series of symp toms that seemed to be a consist ent feature of border line indi-
vidu als. They listed the follow ing (1975: 8):

1 The pres ence of intense affect, usually of a strongly hostile or depressed 
nature.

Such indi vidu als have power ful affects (often negat ive) asso ci ated with their 
internal object rela tion ships. This may be the result of excess ive negat ive exper i-
ences in infancy leading to diffi culties in psychic integ ra tion.

Rolfe fell for people, who often initially liked him. Rapidly, however, the  
angry aspects of his inner world were exter n al ised and he lost friends and 
support ers.

2 A history of epis odic or chronic impuls ive beha viour which is often self-
destructive (e.g. self-mutilation, drug taking, suicide attempts, or promis cu ity).

Rolfe was highly self-destructive; indeed, because of his pride, he spent his 
final freez ing winter in Venice camping outdoors on the canals. This destruct ive 
quality (of self or others) again reflects the high level of rage involved in the 
object rela tion ships, and internal attacks on the internal ‘good’ self-images by the 
negat ive object rela tion ships. He also wrote (in letters to friends in England) 
about his promis cu ous and risky sexual encoun ters with young gondo liers (Rolfe 
1974b).

3 Social adapt ive ness in which the indi vidual has an ability (through strong 
social aware ness) to mani fest a super fi cial adapt a tion to external social needs. 
However, this appar ent strength may reflect a disturbed iden tity, masked by an 
ever chan ging mimicry of those around them.

Rolfe was accep ted as a trainee for the Catholic priest hood and spent time at the 
Scott’s College in Rome (he was even tu ally forcibly evicted, thrown into  
the street with his bags). He was also, at other times, both in England and in 
Venice, accep ted into polite society. He was able to mimic or copy the social 
skills appro pri ate to his ambi tions. However, in a more funda mental sense he 
never really felt that he fitted in. Deep down inside he was still an angry child, 
with no clear integ rated adult view of himself.

4 Brief psychotic epis odes, often of a para noid quality and at times provoked 
by alcohol or drug misuse. (I would add that if hallu cin a tions occur they are more 
often visual than audit ory.)

Rolfe was often very para noid, and spent much time, energy, and money (which 
he did not have) fight ing those he knew had so misused him.

5 Such indi vidu als produce bizarre, illo gical and imma ture responses to 
unstruc tured psycho lo gical tests such as the Rorschach (ink blot) test. However, 
their perform ances on more struc tured intel li gence tests (such as the WAIS) show 
the normal range.

Rolfe, as far as I know, saw no doctors or psycho lo gists. However, his  
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writ ings have a bizarre and dream-like quality. It seems that his primary processes 
were poorly repressed (if at all).

6 Interpersonal rela tion ships vary between the tran si ent and super fi cial and the 
highly depend ent. Long-term rela tion ships are often marred by devalu ation, 
manip u la tion, and demand ing ness.

There can be no doubt about the tran si ent nature of many of Rolfe’s friend-
ships. At first he tended to ideal ise people (and they at times him) but before long 
rela tion ships changed to those of fury and denig ra tion. However, with a few 
people (who perhaps saw him more as a diffi cult child in need) he was able to 
main tain rela tion ships. These, however, still involved Rolfe’s continu ing demands 
for money and his bitter and hostile complaints when he was, yet again, let down.

Fr. Rolfe was clearly the victim of his inner world. He was often para noid and 
deluded, and it is prob able that at times he was more flor idly psychotic. There can 
be no doubt that he used, predom in antly, the psychic defences of projec tion, 
project ive iden ti fic a tion, and split ting.

Delusion, illu sion, and sanity

Delusions and hallu cin a tions (Slade 1976) are features of psychosis and madness 
while illu sions are a feature of normal ity and of psycho ther apy. The florid lunacy 
of psychot ics may be a fairly perman ent state or, as is the case of those with a 
border line person al ity, inter mit tent.

The psychotic indi vidual has the greatest diffi culty distin guish ing his inner 
world from the world of reality around him. The bound ar ies between self  
and other are blurred. He also has prob lems unrav el ling the differ ent object  
rela tion ships that form his inner world. Daily living becomes an almost  
impossible strain. For the psychotic in therapy the illu sion (which main tains the 
sense of the ‘as if’ in the thera peutic rela tion ship) may be lost to be replaced  
by a delu sion. The psychotic may say of his doctor: ‘This is my father in the  
chair oppos ite.’

Moreno worked with psychotic patients in his clinic at Beacon. He wrote:

the [psychotic] patients are aroused to recon sider their situ ation and to use 
auxil i ary egos in their attempt at estab lish ing a new and imagin ary world for 
them selves which is more fitting for them than the world of reality. . . . The 
psycho dra matic auxil i ary ego plays a double role. In the thera peutic theatre 
he is an ideal exten sion of the patient’s ego in his efforts to estab lish a sort of 
psychotic hier archy, a self-sufficient world, and outside of the theatre he is an 
inter preter between the patient and the people of the real world.

‘The psycho dra matic treat ment of psychosis’  
(Moreno 1973 in Fox 1987: 77)

Moreno chose to work with psychotic patients. Any psycho dram at ist may  
find a psychotic indi vidual in his group, although an appro pri ate process of 
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assess ment should reduce this risk. However, it is also possible for a group 
member with a border line person al ity to slip from neur otic to psychotic defence 
mech an isms during a session. Such a (rare) event requires all a director’s skill to 
main tain the prot ag on ist’s and the group’s hold on the magical ‘as if’ quality of 
the process.

The stages of project ive iden ti fic a tion

Let us consider in more detail the mech an isms in the inner world which cause 
project ive iden ti fic a tion.

According to Sandler (1988), there are three differ ent forms or stages in the 
psycho lo gical process. The first stage occurs entirely within an indi vidual’s 
psyche. In this circum stance aspects of the self-representation or I-object are, 
in phant asy, projec ted into an internal other-object or repres ent a tion. This  
process involves projec tion in that char ac ter ist ics are exper i enced in the  
other-object that have been split off from and expelled or projec ted from  
the I-object (Sandler 1987: 36). This stage one project ive iden ti fic a tion does 
not require the pres ence of another person. It occurs entirely in the inner world. 
(Note that Sandler uses the term self-representation rather than I-object.) 
Figure 8.1 illus trates the process.

The reverse of this process is intro ject ive iden ti fic a tion, when inter n al ised 
repres ent a tions of others (object repres ent a tions) are intro jec ted and incor por ated 
into the I-object or repres ent a tion (Sandler 1988: 16; Joseph 1988: 76). This 
mech an ism is obvi ously crucial in child hood when the indi vidual feels them-
selves to have char ac ter ist ics origin ally exper i enced and remembered as exist ing 
in others. Children demon strate this when they feel and act like their mothers 
when playing with dolls.

In second stage project ive iden ti fic a tion the analyst is able to identify with the 
uncon scious phant as ies in the patient using his coun ter trans fer ence. Thus the 
uncon scious processes in the patient are conveyed to the mind of another. 
However, the analyst does not react in the active and concrete way that char ac ter-
ises the third stage of this process. Empathy, a process whereby we feel for or 
under stand others, may repres ent an every day example of the process of second 
stage project ive iden ti fic a tion.

Third stage project ive iden ti fic a tion is inter act ive and involves the exter n al isa-
tion of parts of the self or the internal other-object directly into the other person 
(Sandler 1987: 38) (see Figure 8.2). A young child may actu ally have the emotional 
exper i ence and believe that such a concrete process has occurred. The process 
clearly remains in some ways a phant asy as nothing concrete is pushed into 
another person.

However, the mech an ism does involve an active two-person rela tion ship,  
and to that extent the process does not occur in phant asy. It can operate fully  
only if the other person is ‘role respons ive’ (Sandler 1976). Thus the  
projec tions must be direc ted towards a specific person who is able (to a  
varying extent) to identify with and respond to the projec ted object or role.  
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Figure 8.2 

Figure 8.1 Stage one project ive iden ti fic a tion.
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It is no good project ing the angry part of oneself onto an indi vidual who contin ues 
to remain placid and charm ing. The projec tion must be confirmed by an angry 
response.

George and the stages of projective identification

George, as a child, inter n al ised (as a repres ent a tion of his father) an inner other-
object ‘father’. This resul ted from his rela tion ship with this unre li able and angry 
man. Through the further process of intro ject ive iden ti fic a tion aspects of this 
other-object became part of his self-representation; that is, George felt himself to 
be unre li able and poten tially angry. This mech an ism accounts for why we all 
often feel so alike to our parents.

Later George was, perhaps uncon sciously, distressed by this self-image. If he 
was so angry, perhaps he too would be aggress ive towards his mother just like his 
father had been. He thus defen ded himself against the psychic pain of this aware-
ness by project ing the roles back into an other-object in his psyche (Sandler’s 
stage one project ive iden ti fic a tion).

He was able to bring about a further, and more complete, disposal of these  
roles and the asso ci ated affects by the use of another person (Sandler’s stage 
three).

Communication in project ive iden ti fic a tion

Projective iden ti fic a tion is a process that aids inter ac tions between indi vidu als. It 
helps us to under stand some thing more about another person’s inner world. For 
infants (who do not yet have the use of language) such commu nic a tion is essen-
tial. The mech an isms work through the use of various modal it ies includ ing, in the 
infant, body posture, facial expres sions, and its cries. Later, other tech niques are 
added, such as language, tone of voice, and beha vi oural patterns that involve 
subtle (and uncon scious) ‘manip u la tions’.

All these mech an isms help the other person to accept and respond to  
the projec ted role, with its asso ci ated feel ings. For example, if the patient  
behaves like a rejec ted and abused child and treats his ther ap ist like a bad father  
it will not be long before the ther ap ist begins to feel like a reject ing father.  
If he has profes sional insight he wonders why he’s so nasty to this partic u lar 
patient. It requires a degree of self-knowledge in the ther ap ist to prevent these 
feel ings becom ing asso ci ated with actions with all the asso ci ated risks to the 
therapy.

Projective iden ti fic a tion and psycho drama

In the previ ous chapter I described Racker’s views of how, using the coun ter trans-
fer ence, a ther ap ist may gain under stand ing of his patient. In a similar way an 
auxil i ary ego gains under stand ing of the prot ag on ist. This know ledge is acquired, 
in part, through the prot ag on ist’s use of project ive iden ti fic a tion.
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Analytic psycho ther ap ists are trained to have a ‘predis pos i tion to identify’  
with a patient and the ability to appre ci ate and analyse their own subsequent 
emotional responses. They thus reduce the risk of their ‘acting out’ as a result  
of their patients’ projec tions. It is in part through the process of project ive  
iden ti fic a tion that they gain an under stand ing of their patients’ inner worlds. The 
ther ap ist must be avail able to respond to all the patient’s inner roles, male and 
female, old and young. At any point in time he may not know who he ‘is’ in the 
terms of the trans fer ence and it takes time for him to make sense of exactly  
which roles are being projec ted and to under stand their origins in terms of their 
patient’s past.

Psychodrama is differ ent, being, in some ways, a more conscious and  
indeed stage-managed process than psycho ana lysis. When an auxil i ary ego is 
chosen and agrees to play a role from a prot ag on ist’s inner world that person  
is usually given a name for this part (‘my mother’ or ‘my brother’) and a  
certain amount of factual inform a tion. This was certainly the case when Victor 
took on the role of George’s father. If the prot ag on ist begins to behave and  
talk like a child the auxil i ary ego is strengthened in his iden ti fic a tion with the  
role of ‘father’.

Important uncon scious addi tional commu nic a tions also occur between prot ag-
on ist and auxil i ary ego through the mech an isms of project ive iden ti fic a tion.  
The prot ag on ist also has less need to ‘prod and manip u late’ the other person, as 
the auxil i ary ego has will ingly taken on the task of becom ing, for a time, this 
person who origin ates in the prot ag on ist’s inner world.

Thus, while Fred resen ted being uncon sciously cast as George’s father in their 
office, Victor had consciously accep ted this role in the psycho drama. He was 
easily able to identify himself with George’s projec tions of his father and was thus 
able to take on this role in the psycho drama. Victor had the role of ‘father’ as one 
of his inner ‘other-objects’. It is a role in his ‘role reper toire’ although, having  
no chil dren himself, it was not a role he used in every day life, but he had access 
to it, and enjoyed playing a ‘father’.

Through the process of psycho drama, includ ing role-reversals, the ‘perform-
ance’ of the auxil i ary ego is modelled and modi fied to increase the resemb lance to 
the inner-object of the prot ag on ist, a process that involves both conscious and 
uncon scious commu nic a tions.

It must be noted that the auxil i ary ego is enact ing a role from the  
prot ag on ist’s inner world, and not an object ive dram at isa tion of the real 
histor ical person. In George’s inner world his ‘father’ has been modi fied both  
by the percep tual abil it ies of George the child and by the internal mech an isms  
of the psyche.

The director and project ive iden ti fic a tion

We have considered how the prot ag on ist’s inner world is dramat ic ally  
expressed using other members of the group as auxil i ary egos to play his  
inner-objects or roles. The prot ag on ist’s rela tion ship with the director is not  
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the prin cipal medium of the treat ment process. In this respect it is unlike psycho-
ana lysis. Indeed, the director must strive to main tain a rela tion ship with the prot-
ag on ists based in the here-and-now. This is facil it ated by the method of 
psycho drama which encour ages the prot ag on ist to direct his projec tions (and the 
asso ci ated iden ti fic a tions) towards the auxil i ary ego. The director will learn much 
about his prot ag on ist from the way the auxil i ary ego devel ops the role.

It is import ant that the contract (between director and prot ag on ist) for the task 
in hand is suppor ted by what psycho ana lysts call the ‘working or thera peutic alli-
ance’ (see Sandler et al. 1973). This contract for the session is made between two 
(in Moreno’s terms) equal adults.

The complex feel ings and thoughts that develop in the director, as the result of 
his rela tion ship with the prot ag on ist, are still crucial to the process of psycho-
drama. They can provide him with much subtle and useful inform a tion that can be 
used to facil it ate the process of the session. The mech an ism of the coun ter trans-
fer ence, involving as it does projec tions and iden ti fic a tions allows the ther ap ist to 
under stand and to assist the prot ag on ist.

THE MECHANISMS OF DEFENCE OF THOSE WHO 
HAVE DEVELOPED CONCERN FOR OTHERS

In time the child begins to develop those defence mech an isms that it will use  
as an adult. Melanie Klein said of this period, which she called the depress ive 
posi tion, that:

as the ego becomes better organ ised and projec tions are weakened,  
repres sion takes over from split ting. Psychotic mech an isms gradu ally give 
way to neur otic mech an isms, inhib i tions, repres sion and displace ment.

(Segal 1964 and 1973: 75)

The British psycho ther ap ist Harry Guntrip described these more mature 
defens ive mech an isms. When conflict ing emotions occur simul tan eously in the 
same person, he said:

such conflicts often result in the repres sion of some of the conflict ing 
emotions, which never the less do not thereby cease to be felt, but continue to 
be exper i enced albeit uncon sciously, with highly disturb ing effects on 
conscious exper i ence and beha viour. . . . Out of this inwardly suppressed 
mental turbu lence, there arise the various symp toms of the psycho neur osis, 
both phys ical and mental.

He went on to say:

Freud further discovered that one of the things that happens to repressed 
exper i ences in child hood is that later in life the emotions involved find  
outlet by trans fer ence onto some roughly analog ous figure in the present  
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day. This phenomenon of ‘trans fer ence’ – so prolific a cause of disrup tion in 
friend ships, marriages and adult part ner ships of all kinds – inev it ably erupts, 
unre cog nised by the person in the treat ment situ ation.

Psychoanalytic Theory, Therapy and the Self (Guntrip 1971: 8–9)

In a neur otic defence the inner-object rela tion ships asso ci ated with conflict are 
repressed. This mech an ism, however, has the asso ci ated consequence that there is 
a loss, from the indi vidual’s role reper toire, of certain roles that may be of use in 
their adult life.

For example, George was rather passive and found it very hard to be  
directly angry with his boss or his clients. He had, without doubt, reached  
the ‘depress ive posi tion’, or the phase of ‘ruth or concern for others’. He  
was worried for his wife, his boss, and his clients. He felt confused and  
guilty about his rela tion ships. This indeed was the reason he came into  
psycho ther apy. None the less at times he used the defence mech an ism of  
project ive iden ti fic a tion, considered by some psycho ana lysts to be a sign  
of signi fic ant patho logy.

It is at this stage of psychic devel op ment that the super-ego becomes a more 
signi fic ant aspect of the inner world. This psychic force can be considered to be 
an asso ci ation of those object rela tion ships derived from the child’s exper i ences 
of external prohib i tions and controls from parents and society. In as much as the 
super-ego is an asso ci ation of roles and object rela tion ships, it resembles the role 
clusters we have considered previ ously: the two simple clusters – ‘good-positive’ 
and ‘bad-negative’ – of the early paranoid-schizoid period and the more mature 
clusters asso ci ated with ‘father and men’ or ‘mother and women’ of a later stage 
of devel op ment (but see Laplanche and Pontalis 1967; Kernberg 1976, for more 
complex accounts of the super-ego).

The role cluster of the super-ego adds to the psychic stress of the child as it 
defends against (in a clas sical Freudian sense) the id instincts, or against the tend-
ency towards expres sion of conflict ing self-representations. Anna Freud wrote 
that:

The instinct is regarded as danger ous because the super ego prohib its its grat-
i fic a tion and, if it achieves its aim, it will certainly stir up trouble between the 
ego and the super ego. Hence the ego of the adult neur otic fears the instinct 
because it fears the super ego. Its defense is motiv ated by the super ego 
anxiety.

The Ego and the Mechanisms of Defense (A. Freud 1936 and 1966: 55)

Anna Freud listed the methods of defence. I have already discussed the more 
prim it ive ones: regres sion, projec tion, intro jec tion, and split ting (a later addi tion 
to her list). The more mature or neur otic defences are: repres sion, reaction-
formation, isol a tion, undoing, turning against the self, reversal, and sublim a tion 
or displace ment.

By these means, she believed, the ego is able to defend (or protect) itself  
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from the dangers of the uncon trolled expres sion of the id impulses which, if 
expressed without control, would cause the indi vidual anxiety.

She also described how the ego also defends itself against certain affects or 
feel ings for:

Whenever [the ego] seeks to defend itself against instinctual impulses . . . it 
is obliged to ward off also the affects asso ci ated with the instinctual process. 
The nature of the affects in ques tion is imma ter ial: they may be pleas ur able, 
painful or danger ous to the ego. It makes no differ ence, for the ego is never 
allowed to exper i ence them exactly as they are. If an affect is asso ci ated with 
a prohib ited instinctual process, its fate is decided in advance. The fact it is so 
asso ci ated suffices to put the ego on guard against it.

(A. Freud 1937 and 1961: 61)

Anna Freud followed, on the whole, the clas sical model of her father in her 
concern with the expres sion of the instincts. Object rela tions theory is more 
concerned with the internal and external tensions result ing from the conflicts 
between the incom pat ible aspects of the inner world. However, object rela tions 
are asso ci ated with memor ies of affec tual states, which are, in Kernberg’s words, 
drive deriv at ives.

However one views it, the defence mech an isms of the mind act to prevent aspects 
of the indi vidual (which one might call the psyche, self, or ego depend ing on one’s 
choice of term) being over whelmed by distress caused by internal conflicts.

Kernberg and projec tion

Let us for a moment review, for the sake of clarity, Kernberg’s use of the term 
projec tion. For him it describes:

a more mature type of defense mech an ism. Projection consists of (a) repres-
sion of an unac cept able intra psychic exper i ence, (b) projec tion of that exper-
i ence onto an object, (c) lack of empathy with what is projec ted, and (d) 
distan cing or estrange ment from the object as an effect ive comple tion of the 
defens ive effort. . . . Projection is seen typic ally in the defens ive reper toire of 
patients with neur otic person al ity organ isa tion.

(Kernberg in Sandler 1988: 94)

As an example of the use of this defens ive mech an ism, Kernberg described a patient 
who fears that someone (perhaps her analyst) ‘has become sexu ally inter ested in 
her, without any aware ness of her own sexual impulses or a paral lel commu nic a tion 
of such impulses by non-verbal means’ (Kernberg in Sandler 1988: 94).

This situ ation would not be overtly erotic, due to the lack of a beha vi oural  
or manip u lat ive compon ent on the part of the patient, who will have  
completely repressed, then projec ted and disas so ci ated herself from these  
aspects of herself. This is of course very differ ent from a defence by project ive 
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iden ti fic a tion in which the analyst (or other person) would be prodded and  
manip u lated into appro pri ate role-responsive beha viour when the inter ac tion 
might be overtly erotic if the analyst does not become aware of and control  
his coun ter trans fer ence reac tions.

GEORGE

Some indi vidu als, such as Fr. Rolfe, are never able to develop an adequate level 
of psycho lo gical integ ra tion and remain on the borders of psychosis, for ever 
seeing the world as all ‘good’ or all ‘bad’. Others of us regress to this state under 
stress, or in the psycho thera peutic process.

It is possible to observe in George’s beha viour the more mature defence mech-
an isms described by Anna Freud. He repressed his self-representation ‘I hate my 
mother’ as this was in conflict with the self-representation ‘I love and need my 
mother’. As a child, he was very distressed at the thought of upset ting his mother, 
whom he both loved and needed, and very concerned about the poten tial damage 
he feared his rage could do to his mother, a terror greatly increased by the omni-
po tence of child hood. How could he be angry with this woman who had dedic ated 
her life to her son, even if she had failed to provide him, her only darling son, with 
a father in the home?

In his family there was the myth that it was his father who was ‘no good’ and 
‘angry’. In accept ing this belief he had to lose his aware ness of the agony of his 
ambi val ence. These emotional conflicts (which emerged again in the psycho-
drama) caused him pain and distress. The trouble some inner-object, ‘the hurt 
angry child’ with its asso ci ated role ‘Georgie loves and needs his father’, was 
pushed aside in his inner world. His conscious self was unable to gain access to or 
use this aspect of himself.

His level of emotional devel op ment and the intens ity of the situ ation in the 
family did not allow him to create a spon tan eous and more integ rated solu tion. He 
needed to protect himself against the intense anxiety of his ambi val ence. This he 
did through the use of psycho lo gical defence mech an isms. He had to ‘lose’ one 
aspect of the conflict.

He sublim ated his anger, guilt, and confu sion through his devo tion to his work, 
and he displaced his needy ‘child’ onto his clients. The intens ity of his feel ings 
was inhib ited and his concerns for the ‘mother’ he had ‘damaged’ were also 
displaced onto his needy social work clients.

He had, on the whole, developed product ive (and pretty normal) neur otic 
defences, most of which tended to make him a hard-working and respec ted social 
worker. Adult George did not feel himself to be a person who needed a father 
figure. But he became very angry when he felt let down or deser ted by his bosses. 
This beha viour confused him. He really did not need Fred’s super vi sion. He knew 
that he was a man capable of working inde pend ently. He felt himself to be caring 
and loving, if at times rather put upon; he was after all a good and hard-working 
social worker much appre ci ated by most of his clients.
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But, just as Guntrip described, the inner self-object emerged from time to time 
to confront and distress him.

George in the psycho drama

In the psycho drama the initial focus of his diffi culties related to the situ ation  
at work. These prob lems were after all why he had come into psycho ther apy. 
However, as the session progressed from the present to scenes from his child hood, 
the possible origins of his diffi culties became clearer. This psycho dra matic 
explor a tion followed the form described by Goldman and Morrison (1984).

He began to get in touch with both his father’s point of view and his own anger 
towards his mother. As ‘father’ George found himself saying things that he had 
not previ ously remembered. His father too had his side to the story. For years 
George had accep ted his mother’s account of family life. He suddenly became 
aware that he had loved and needed his father. Playing himself as a child, he 
recalled the terror and fury he exper i enced listen ing to his parents fight in the 
room below his bed.

In the session he had diffi culties relat ing to his ‘mother’. Ambivalence and 
anxiety began to over whelm him as he got in touch with his anger (about his 
absent father) direc ted towards his mother. He became increas ingly tense and the 
psycho drama slowed down as he lost some of his spon taneity.

As a child George must have exper i enced the same psycho lo gical conflicts and 
distress. He began to use his neur otic defences to cope with the almost intol er able. 
He repressed his conflict ing ‘object rela tion ships’ which included his angry self-
image. Following the prin ciple of the asso ci ation of like inner-objects, other 
object rela tion ships in which George was angry would be repressed as well. 
George thus lost access to an import ant inner role, the assert ive angry boy/man. 
His role reper toire was dimin ished.

In the session these roles began to re-emerge. Only time would tell if he would 
be able to use his new-found assert ive self in the real world outside the psycho-
drama theatre.



Chapter 9

Conflicts and anxiety
Holding and contain ment

The group

While George was talking to the two aspects of his mother Paul had moved to the 
back of the room, allow ing him to get a clear view of the session.

‘I love you mum. You’ll never leave me will you?’
‘No, of course not Georgie. . . . I love you too.’
The prot ag on ist was deeply involved in a cath artic confront a tion with his 

mother which was now possible because the ‘mother’ he hated was now split off, 
on a separ ate chair, from the mother he loved. For the first time for many years, 
his ambi val ence was avoided through the use of a tech nique of psycho drama. The 
group had been absorbed and involved as they watched the session. Paul felt 
pleased and began to think about what might happen next in the psycho drama.

He then noticed that the group had become rather rest less. Peter was leaning 
towards Thelma and Paul real ised that they were talking together. Maggie, it 
appeared, was asleep. George had stopped talking to his ‘good mother’ and was 
once more looking tense and anxious.

The session was now not going well. The group members had become rather 
distrac ted and anxious. George, too, was once more losing his spon taneity. Paul 
moved back into the stage area and spoke to George.

‘What’s happen ing? How should we finish this scene with your mother?’
George looked worried.
‘I don’t know what to do. I feel very stuck.’
Paul was aware that he felt uncer tain about what to do next. The scene with 

George’s mother had to be completed. And there was then the issue of George and 
his father. The psycho drama session had started with George and his prob lems 
with father figures/super i ors at work. The group seemed ill at ease. Perhaps this 
related to the increas ing anxiety and uncer tainty in the prot ag on ist. And to make 
matters worse, the director was also feeling a bit uncer tain about what to do next. 
Paul turned to the group.

‘Any sugges tions about how to proceed?’
Debby spoke up from the back of the room:
‘You know, if George could express his feel ings of anger and frus tra tion towards 

his boss like he has just done to his mother, life might be easier for him at work.’
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Debby clearly had ideas about the direc tions in which the session might go. 
David added: ‘I think George must finish the scene with his mother.’

The group knew, from previ ous sessions, that David also had a very power ful 
mother in his life.

‘OK George, how should we finish the scene with your mother?’
Paul was now stand ing close to his prot ag on ist, with a hand resting lightly on 

his shoulder. Paul was clear about how to proceed, but no progress was possible 
while George was so tense and anxious. Paul’s prox im ity and the active involve-
ment of the group appeared to give George courage. David indic ated that he 
would like to double George, Paul agreed. David (stand ing close to George as his 
double) said: ‘I think that I want to talk to both my parents together! They were 
always so separ ate when I was a child.’

‘Yes, that’s what I’d like to do.’
Paul was relieved and contin ued: ‘Great. Where do you wish this meeting to 

occur? Remember that this is psycho drama and anything is possible.’
George looked thought ful then delighted.
‘I know, I’ll talk to them in the staff room at work. Neither of them ever thought 

I should be a social worker, “not a man’s job” said my father. My mother wanted 
me to be a doctor like her father. They would never come to see me at my office!’

‘So, you mean we’re going to return to the room we started in. Set it up again.’
The room was re-created. George clearly had ideas of how he wished the scene 

to progress, and was direct ing the auxil i ary egos.
‘I want mother and father to sit together on the tatty sofa. That’s right, side by 

side. Good, I’ll sit over here in Fred’s chair. The one he uses when he does come 
in! Well, nice of you to come and see me mum and dad. . . .’

George was losing steam as he became anxious again. Paul moved closer to 
him.

‘Go on. What do you want to say?’
‘Well. . . .’
‘Would it be easier if you were higher than them? Stand on this high stool. Take 

this.’
(He handed George a long stiff cushion.)
‘Now tell them!’
David and Victor indic ated that they would like to help George as doubles or 

support ers.
‘Thank you. Come and stand by George so that he feels safer on his stool.’
George still looked very worried.
‘Tell them three things that angered you. Just three things.’
‘You should have stayed together. I needed two parents at home.’
‘Yes, a second thing.’
‘When I was a child you both blamed me for your prob lems. Yes I know you got 

married because you were preg nant. You didn’t want to be a single parent. But I 
didn’t ask to be conceived!’

‘Three.’
Turning to his ‘father’, he added:
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‘Why did you never come to see me when you prom ised? I know I was close to 
mother and that she hated you, but I was still your son. I needed you. . . .’

George was now in full flight. David and Victor with drew a few paces from the 
stool so that George was able to exper i ence the full force of his own feel ings and 
expres sions. George, for once, felt power ful.

Continued on page 151.

GEORGE’S FEAR OF HIS RAGE

George had been able in the psycho drama to express his rage with his mother, a 
feeling previ ously repressed as he needed, as a child, to main tain a good rela tion-
ship with her, espe cially after his father left home. He was also able to tell his 
‘mother’ in the session how much he needed her. Through the use of the two 
auxil i ary ‘mothers’ he was able to get in touch with his long-lost exper i ence of 
ambi val ence towards her. Thus he brought back into his active role reper toire the 
‘little boy who hates his mother’.

This role was asso ci ated with the role cluster ‘George and women’. It is prob-
able that in his marriage aspects of this angry object rela tion ship were exter n al-
ised and enacted, without conscious motiv a tion, with his wife. Now the role was 
once more conscious it might be expec ted that George would be able to better 
under stand and control his beha viour at home.

At this point in the session George became anxious again and felt stuck. He had 
lost his spon taneity and creativ ity. Through the tech niques of psycho drama, and 
with the support of his director whose pres ence helped contain George’s anxiety, 
George became aware of his need to confront both his parents with his confu sion 
and fury about the conflicts that existed in his child hood family.

ANXIETY

Anxiety is a power ful and unpleas ant sensa tion which has been exper i enced by 
each of us at some time or other. Emotions, be they pleas ant or nasty, have a func-
tion. Freud pointed out, for example, that the univer sal feeling of anxiety acts as a 
signal to warn the indi vidual of approach ing danger, be this real and external 
(real istic anxiety) or internal and within the psyche, in which case the anxiety 
might be described as either psychotic or neur otic depend ing on the indi vidual’s 
degree of disturb ance.

In addi tion to the feel ings, both types of anxiety are asso ci ated with physiolo-
gical changes. The pulse rate increases, the pupils of the eyes dilate, and the 
mouth becomes dry.

Realistic anxiety strikes us as some thing very rational and intel li gible as it is 
the reac tion to the percep tion of an external danger. It may be regarded as a mani-
fest a tion of the self-preservation instinct (Freud 1916–17: 441).

Indeed the body is prepar ing for either ‘flight or fight’. The physiolo gical 
changes prepare the body for action, while the asso ci ated psycho lo gical  
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changes are indic at ors to the indi vidual that some thing is afoot and that a decision 
must be made. Freud wrote that there ‘is a prepared ness for the danger, which 
mani fests itself in increased sensory atten tion and motor tension’ (Freud 1916–
17: 442).

However, the anxiety, which is initially both the signal to the self of forth-
com ing risk and the precursor of a commu nic a tion to others, can become over-
whelm ing. Then one neither fights the problem nor runs away, but stands frozen 
to the spot. Anxiety has become both self-destructive and counter-productive, 
unless, as a result of the, perhaps non-verbal, commu nic a tion, someone comes to 
your rescue.

In psychotic or neur otic anxiety states the body and the mind respond as if there 
is an external threat, but the horizon is clear of risks, chal lenges, or deser tions. 
There are dangers, but they are internal, exist ing within the psyche, result ing from 
tensions in the complex internal world of object rela tion ships.

Psychotic anxiety

As the integ ra tion of the self-object or repres ent a tion and the internal  
repres ent a tions of others progresses, the rage incor por ated in the object  
rela tion ship asso ci ated with, for example, the ‘mother who doesn’t feed me’ may 
be felt to be attack ing the ‘mother who cuddles me’. The intra psychic assault  
on the good other-object results in guilt, and brings a risk to the posit ive or good 
self-image.

I have described how an early defence against this risk is to make separ ate once 
more the object rela tion ships that are start ing a tent at ive integ ra tion. A split 
occurs. The infant then has the possib il ity of two separ ate states of self-awareness: 
put simply, either that asso ci ated with posit ive affects and self-image or that asso-
ci ated with negat ive affects and self-image.

Associated with split ting, the infant defends its psychic calm by project ing 
outwards, into space or into (m)others, aspects of self which cannot be integ rated. 
When an adult uses these mech an isms, which reduce the indi vidual’s contact with 
reality, the anxiety which is being defen ded against might be described as 
psychotic, and is asso ci ated with a fear of disin teg ra tion, loss of bound ar ies and 
indeed of the struc tural failure of the self.

The psycho ana lyst W.R. Bion, describ ing the psychic mech an isms of adult 
psychot ics (who in many ways may resemble infants), wrote:

In the patient’s phant asy the expelled particles of ego lead to an inde pend ent 
and uncon trolled exist ence outside the person al ity . . . either contain ing or 
contained by external objects.

Second Thoughts (Bion 1967: 39)

In the psychotic’s world these projec ted parts of the self exist (and indeed  
in Bion’s view multiply) outside so that the indi vidual feels surroun ded,  
attacked, and perse cuted by what become ‘bizarre objects’. Such people are 
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indeed mad and out of touch with reality. They find no recept ive contain ers in 
space to hold and modify the terrors.

Most infants are, however, luckier. Their projec tions, forced outwards by 
anxiety, go towards those adults closest to them, usually their mother, who 
accepts, contains and holds these exter n al isa tions of their inner worlds. I will 
return to this point later.

Neurotic anxiety

In time the devel op mental forces for integ ra tion are such that the child begins  
to use the defence mech an isms asso ci ated with repres sion (a process that  
represses integ rated object rela tion ships). This is the start of Klein’s ‘depress ive 
posi tion’. Initially the tensions are still those created by a two-person or dyadic 
rela tion ship; for example, mother and son. When anxiety is exper i enced by an 
adult using these mech an isms to control an inner psychic conflict it is described 
as neur otic.

George coped with his rage with his mother by the loss (through repres sion) of 
his ‘I hate mother’ self-image together with the asso ci ated other-image. How 
could he ever have hated or been angry with such a loving woman? How could he 
ever get angry with moth erly women now in his adult life? Women needed him, 
as son, as social worker, as husband.

As his wife discovered, the repressed ‘I hate women’ object rela tion ship was 
not destroyed, just buried. And at times this image crept to the surface with 
result ing neur otic anxiety, partly because of the threat within George’s mind, but 
also because of his guilt when he was angry with his wife.

The object rela tion ships of the little boy who really needed and loved his daddy, 
but also hated him for his deser tion, were also repressed, only to emerge, like 
Banquo’s ghost, in his rela tion ships with boss–father figures. He lost his aware-
ness of his need for his father, agree ing with his mother that this man was not 
worth caring about. The senior social worker, Fred, in his rela tion ship with his 
demand ing and diffi cult junior, had also exper i enced aspects of the exter n al isa-
tion of George’s inner world.

However, in time George as a child began to develop concerns, tensions, and 
intense anxiety about his rela tion ships with his parents as a couple. Psychoanalysts 
refer to such diffi culties as being ‘Oedipal’ after Oedipus who killed his father and 
then married his mother. George’s distress about triadic conflicts occurred both in 
child hood and again in the session.

As a child, some of George’s anxiety related to an external threat: perhaps his 
parents would fight again and separ ate and he might lose, perhaps for ever, one or 
other of his primary love objects and care takers. This sense of anxiety related to a 
real percep tion of danger.

Later in life, with his parents inter n al ised as inner-objects, he exper i enced 
anxiety related to the conflicts between his internal parents, conflicts that also 
involved his own self-representation. The aspect of his parents that  
repres en ted author ity and external controls will have become, in his inner  
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world, part of his super-ego. The cluster of object rela tion ships involved in this 
intra psychic struc ture would be in conflict with the aspects of George that wished 
to be naughty (to take a day off work) or angry (to shout at Fred): another internal 
conflict result ing in neur otic anxiety.

OF HOLDING, BEING HELD, AND THE NEED FOR 
COMMUNICATION

Perhaps one of the earli est exper i ences of a real threat (in the percep tions of the 
infant) is the mother’s depar ture (if only to get a fresh bottle of milk). The result ing 
separ a tion anxiety can leave the baby in a terrible emotional state which usually 
passes when the mother returns, to comfort and feed him.

John Bowlby, who wrote on these issues in his books Attachment and Loss 
Volumes 1–3 (Bowlby 1969, 1973, 1980), saw the infant as needing the attach-
ment to others for both emotional and phys ical reasons: (m)others provid ing both 
support and protec tion. The feel ings of anxiety roused by separ a tion are import ant 
indic at ors to the child that its situ ation is not correct. For Bowlby, man’s anxiety 
has its roots in his biolo gical past.

The heart of the theory . . . which derives directly from etho logy, is that each 
of the stim u lus situ ations that man is genet ic ally biased to respond to with 
fear has the same status as a red traffic light or an air-raid siren. Each is a 
signal of poten tial danger.

(Bowlby 1973: 167–8)

The infant’s responses to anxiety and perhaps the fear of total disin teg ra tion 
(after all it still has a limited and fragile sense of self) involve tears or scream ing. 
This will have one highly desir able effect: mother comes rushing back. The baby 
has made a success ful commu nic a tion.

The mother may initially feel worried herself (taking in her infant’s terrors). This 
process involves project ive iden ti fic a tion in which the infant places the distressed 
aspects of itself into another, its mother (Sandler 1987: 39). She may herself 
become distressed until she discov ers that everything is all right. A ‘good-enough’ 
mother must have the ability to test reality and think ration ally about the situ ation.

The infant is safe once more. Its anxiety is contained by the mother’s psyche 
and its body is held by her arms. Its devel op ing (but still vulner able) sense of self 
is once more intact. The mother talks to her baby, calms it, and reas sures it: 
‘There’s nothing to fear now, I am back.’ The infant’s anxiety, projec ted into 
mother through the mech an isms of its screams is now, after being altered or meta-
bol ised in mother’s psyche, fed (or projec ted) back to the child: that is, if the 
mother is not too disturbed herself, for if she has her own emotional prob lems she 
may not be able to contain her infant’s distress. A good-enough mother knows 
that the infant is only scared and hungry, nothing serious is amiss, and she is open 
and avail able to her baby’s projec ted needs (Grinberg et al. 1975 and 1985: 39).
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This project ive mech an ism involves two real people, and thus does not occur  
in phant asy. It there fore corres ponds to Sandler’s stage three project ive  
iden ti fic a tion (Sandler 1988). The process is shown diagram mat ic ally in 
Figure 9.1.

Following the work of W.R. Bion this process has been called ‘contain ment’, 
with its implic a tion of the need for bound ar ies. The British psycho ther ap ist 
Josephine Klein (1987) prefers the term ‘emotional holding’, as these words are 
more in tune with the language of mothers and infants. Perhaps ‘contain ment’ can 
sound too much like ‘impris on ment’.

You will note that I’ve added the father to the scheme, because, in part, his  
role is to support and contain the mother’s anxiety and needs, for she may  
become over whelmed herself (by her infant’s needs) or her own internal 
anxiety might be projec ted onto her child. In these circum stances she would  
be psycho lo gic ally unavail able to calm her baby, and indeed may add to its 
distress.

Depressed mothers too are some times unable to hold or contain their infants 
psycho lo gic ally as they cannot respond to their infant’s needy projec tions.

Bion believed that this process of projec tion and contain ment (which is  
asso ci ated with both the infant’s devel op ing ability to toler ate frus tra tion and the 
quality of the rela tion ship with its mother) is a funda mental part of the growth  
of the infant’s psyche (see Grinberg et al. 1975 and 1985 for a review of 
Bion’s ideas). The infant learns from and starts to think about this inter ac tion, a 
process which becomes a crucial step in the order ing and integ ra tion of the  
inner world.

The infant’s inner world contains the memory traces of the rela tion ship 
‘distressed baby–comfort ing mother’. In time the inner-object ‘comfort ing 
mother’ will be able to provide the child with comfort even when the real  
mother is absent. A child who lacks these posit ive inter n al isa tions will have  

Figure 9.1 
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to continue to seek comfort from the external world, perhaps as an adult in rela-
tion ships or through the use of alcohol or drugs. Subsequently, through the process 
of intro ject ive iden ti fic a tion, the child will itself be able to provide comfort to its 
dolls, and even tu ally other people. The ability to be a ‘comforter’ will have 
become a role in the self-representation in the psyche and (unless repressed) in the 
role reper toire.

George, a well-liked social worker, clearly had inter n al ised a good support ive 
and contain ing inner-object. This might be expec ted as his diffi culties related to a 
later time in his child hood when his parents’ rows and separ a tion caused him 
much distress and anxiety. When he was an infant his mother was ‘good enough’ 
(Winnicott 1971 and 1974).

This process of contain ment or holding is not confined to infant and parents. 
Many adults continue to need help or holding when they become anxious. For 
example, a ther ap ist or a social worker in a panic will go and talk to a super visor 
or colleague. The beha viour or conver sa tion may be (uncon sciously) designed to 
spread or project the fears. ‘My patient is threat en ing to commit suicide. I’m sure 
he’ll do it.’ Or ‘I’m sure Mrs Smith will kill her baby.’ A good super visor will 
listen, may initially begin to share the panic but will then think, realise that not all 
is lost. He will then be able to feed back more posit ive thoughts and ideas. The 
profes sional’s initial panic subsides, his anxiety has been contained and he feels 
held. Much of the process of indi vidual psycho ther apy also involves the emotional 
holding of patients by their ther ap ists (see J. Klein 1987).

Anxiety and the group

The reappear ance of an internal conflict, in the conscious part of George’s mind, 
stirred up anxiety, and he felt distress in the psycho drama. The group became 
aware of this, the inform a tion being trans ferred and respon ded to, initially without 
thought. Communication involved the group’s innate (and socially learnt) under-
stand ing of the emotional signals that George was emit ting, for example, his tense 
face, his body language, and perhaps even the smell of his sweat.

Some indi vidu als, includ ing Paul, developed a conscious aware ness. ‘George is 
anxious. I wonder why?’ Other members of the group respon ded by becom ing 
uneasy or anxious them selves, perhaps without being aware that the changes in 
their emotions might be the result of George’s state.

The mech an isms of the commu nic a tion of emotions form part of the processes 
that have been called coun ter trans fer ence, tele, and empathy.

ANXIETY AND SPONTANEITY: FREUD AND 
MORENO

Anxiety, when it becomes a problem rather than an indic ator of dangers that can 
be avoided, is not pleas ant. It may act as part of the commu nic a tion of an  
indi vidual’s need for others, but it also destroys creativ ity and spon taneity. We 
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become stuck, frus trated, and dysfunc tional. Defence mech an isms play an essen-
tial role in the control of the levels of anxiety in the psyche.

Freud saw the role of anxiety as central in the func tion ing of the psyche and  
it was one of his prin cipal concerns in his theor ies. ‘The topic of anxiety occurs  
in a very large number (perhaps in the major ity) of Freud’s writ ings’ (edit or ial 
comment 1961: 89 to Freud 1926). The psychic processes concerned with anxiety 
were also an interest of Moreno’s. However, he believed that it is a loss of spon-
taneity which results in an increase in anxiety. He wrote:

Anxiety is a func tion of spon taneity. Spontaneity is . . . the adequate response 
to a present situ ation. If the response to the present situ ation is adequate – 
‘full ness’ of spon taneity – anxiety dimin ishes and disap pears. With a decrease 
of spon taneity anxiety increases.

(Moreno 1934 and 1953: 336)

He added, writing about an ‘actor’ (which could be taken to mean a prot ag on ist or 
any indi vidual in life):

[Anxiety] may start with his striv ing to move out of an old situ ation without 
having the spon taneity avail able to do so; or, the anxiety may set in as soon 
as some ‘external’ force pushes him out of the situ ation and leaves him 
hanging in air. The terri fy ing thing for an actor is this waver ing between a 
situ ation which he has just aban doned and to which he cannot return and a 
situ ation which he must attain in order to get back into balance and feel 
secure.

(Moreno 1934 and 1953: 336)

There can be little doubt about the recip rocal rela tion ship between anxiety and 
spon taneity. However, unlike Moreno, I see the pres ence of anxiety as being the 
cause of a loss of spon taneity. I would suggest that it is increas ing anxiety, asso-
ci ated with the physiolo gical changes needed for an adequate phys ical response to 
danger, which reduces spon taneity and the ability to find creat ive solu tions.

Anxiety has its roots in man’s biology. The state of anxiety is based on biochem-
ical and physiolo gical mech an isms which can be altered by medic a tion (for 
example, anxiolyt ics such as diazepam or valium). I know of no phar ma co lo gical 
way in which spon taneity, or its asso ci ated force creativ ity, can be so affected. 
Although alcohol may initially appar ently increase ‘spon tan eous’ beha viour, this 
is prob ably due to the reduc tion of perform ance anxiety.

An indi vidual may be able (to some extent) to hide his feel ings of anxiety from 
the world. However, those around him might notice his sweaty palms and more 
fixed facial expres sion. They might also note a decrease in his spon taneity and 
creat ive powers. As the fears increase, the need to hold things in (for example, 
rage or anger) or to hold himself together (from fears of disin teg ra tion) may result 
in a more rigid and limited manner of relat ing to the world. The anxiety may also 
commu nic ate the indi vidual’s needs to other people.
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Spontaneity is the human facil ity to create new solu tions to conflicts in which, 
if these are in the mind, differ ent aspects may be integ rated, thus redu cing anxiety. 
When no creat ive resol u tion occurs the situ ation is resolved by ignor ing or burying 
one part of the conflict (i.e. through repres sion) which then has the poten tial to 
reappear to haunt the indi vidual.

George exper i enced anxiety in the session when a role, long suppressed, 
surfaced again. Initially he did not feel held or contained by Paul or by the  
group. He lost his spon taneity and creativ ity. He found it diffi cult to continue  
the session.

No doubt, when George was a small child, the same emotional conflicts (which 
emerged again in the psycho drama) caused him pain and distress. His level of 
emotional devel op ment and the intens ity of the situ ation in the family did not 
allow him to create a spon tan eous and more integ rated solu tion.

His warring parents were unable to offer suffi cient emotional safety for him to 
confront his fears and worries more openly. Since they could not help him, he 
needed to protect himself against the intense anxiety of his ambi val ence. This he 
did through the use of psycho lo gical defence mech an isms. He had to ‘lose’ one 
aspect of the conflict. He was unable to find any other solu tion.

As the result of his use of defence mech an isms his conscious self was depleted 
and his freedom for actions reduced. The loss of roles through repres sion will 
have resul ted in a reduc tion in George’s spon taneity in life too; peace of mind 
may some times be found only at a cost. Too much spon taneity might have risked 
the repressed inner ‘self-objects’, with their asso ci ated roles, rising to the surface 
and causing anxiety. Without psycho ther apy he would have to remain in the role 
of the ‘good, caring’ boy/man for ever.

BOUNDARIES OR CHAOS – CONTAINMENT OR 
HOLDING IN PSYCHOTHERAPY

In the session George was surroun ded by people differ ent from his parents. 
Perhaps they would be better able to help him with his increas ing terror.

If anxiety is not to become over whelm ing then the indi vidual may need to be 
provided with ‘holding’ or ‘contain ment’ by those around him. This may be 
provided, as has been described above, by a mother, a father, a super visor, or a 
psycho ther ap ist, each provid ing the emotional holding through the two-person 
rela tion ship.

Containment or holding can also be provided by phys ical spaces; we often feel 
less anxious in a room or house we know well. The rules of law of society or the 
family, external factors and constraints acting to contain the impulses and conflicts 
that relate to the feel ings of anxiety, may also help.

Thus, to hold or contain someone’s emotions, limits or bound ar ies are required. 
These can be created or provided in various ways both in life and in psycho drama. 
If a child is to grow emotion ally and develop the capa city for thought it must be 
psycho lo gic ally ‘held’ by an-other (often the mother).
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If a prot ag on ist is to explore his inner world, recover repressed object 
relationships, and attempt new solu tions or integ ra tions, he too must be ‘held’ in 
the session. It is one of the tasks of the tech niques of psycho drama to hold or 
contain the mount ing anxiety of the group, the prot ag on ist, and at times the 
director.

George, in his session, is provided with such holding or contain ment by a 
variety of means. The one-to-one rela tion ship with his director is import ant as  
are also the other members of the group, and the rules and tech niques of  
psycho drama.

Boundaries, in psycho drama, as in life, may be concep tu al ised as exist ing in 
three categor ies:

1 Those that relate to the emotional aspects of inter per sonal rela tion ships (here 
I include ‘contain ment’ in Bion’s sense and ‘holding’ as described by 
Josephine Klein).

2 Those related to rules, permis sions, policies, and tech niques of a specific 
thera peutic group, of the thera peutic method, or of society at large.

3 Finally there are bound ar ies that are depend ent on the phys ical situ ation: the 
arms of a member of the group, the safety of the famil iar walls of the psycho-
drama theatre, or the bound ar ies of the build ing or centre.

Within each category a hier arch ical arrange ment of contain ers (with their bound-
ar ies) exists. These range from the most intim ate situ ation closest to the prot ag-
on ist to those more general and most distant (levels 1 to 5 in Table 9.1).

During the course of any psycho drama session differ ent bound ar ies are 
contain ing prot ag on ist’s, director’s, or group members’ anxiety. The shifts in 
which bound ary is the prin cipal ‘container’ holding anxiety will depend on 
various factors; for example, the level of anxiety in the prot ag on ist or the group or 
the level of skill and exper i ence of the director. Indeed, some direct ors will opt to 
encour age the use of one ‘container’ (say the director’s close one-to-one rela tion-
ship with the prot ag on ist) while others will depend more on the contain ing prop-
er ties of the group or trust in the dramatic aspects of psycho drama. Directors, of 
course, cannot ever main tain control of all these factors or, indeed, always be 
aware of them during the running of a group.

BACK TO GEORGE AND THE PSYCHODRAMA

At this point in George’s psycho drama he became more anxious as his internal 
psychic conflicts over his rela tion ship with his mother (both internal and external) 
became more overt. The group too became anxious, demon strat ing that George 
had commu nic ated his feel ings to them (perhaps through the mech an ism of his 
projec tions). They lost concen tra tion. Peter and Thelma engaged in a one-to-one 
conver sa tion, perhaps uncon sciously seeking to reduce each other’s anxiety. 
Maggie was avoid ing the tension by having a brief sleep.
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Paul used various tech niques to contain the rising anxiety. Initially he moved 
closer to George, provid ing him with an increased emotional and phys ical contain-
ment. He also suppor ted the group in their desire to contain anxiety by allow ing 
them to make helpful sugges tions. In doing this they were able to feel less lost and 
help less and were also able to demon strate concretely to George their continu ing 
support of him and his psycho drama.

Paul also increased ‘contain ment’ by trust ing in the intrinsic quality of the 
method of psycho drama; he asked the group for help. The group’s assist ance and 
support acted to reduce Paul’s anxiety and he was thus better able to help George. 
This process resembled the way in which a father might help an anxious mother 
with their infant. Paul was trust ing in one of the rules or permis sions of psycho-
drama; the director should never be afraid to ask the group for help.

Later he further helped George by the use of the two doubles. Men who were 
able to offer support, both phys ic ally while George stood on the stool, but (perhaps 
more import antly) emotion ally through the symbol ism of this action and their 
phys ical prox im ity.

When George’s anxiety once more began to rise, Paul struc tured his state ments 
to his ‘parents’ in the psycho drama. ‘Say three things to them.’ This instruc tion, 
stated firmly, acted to contain and limit the myriad of things George could have 
said. A rich ness of accus a tions and complaints that began to over whelm the prot-
ag on ist, result ing in an increase in anxiety. George could manage three clear state-
ments. His anxiety level did not rise too high.

The same tech nique can be used when assist ing a prot ag on ist to describe 
someone import ant in his life needed in the psycho drama. ‘Say three things about 
your mother to help Maggie play her.’

With a very anxious prot ag on ist it is some times useful for the director to  
lay a hand on the prot ag on ist’s shoulder and to hold up three fingers, adding a 
phys ical and visual compon ent to the contain ment. ‘One. . . . Two. . . . Three. . . . 
good!’

These are other examples where the rules (or tech niques) of psycho drama can 
be used to contain anxiety by the provi sion of struc tures.

Thus, in this short section of the session, anxiety (of the prot ag on ist, the 
director, and the group) was reduced by tech niques from each of the three 
categor ies: emotional, rules and permis sions, and phys ical methods.

An analysis of contain ment or holding in  
the session

The holding or contain ment of anxiety in the group is import ant from the begin-
ning to the end of a psycho drama. Should the level of anxiety rise too high the 
smooth process of the session may be inter rup ted. Of course, if the level of anxiety 
is too low, members of the group may not feel the motiv a tion to under take any 
thera peutic work.

It might be useful to consider briefly what I think was happen ing in the  
various phases of George’s psycho drama. The reader may, of course, differ  
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from my assess ment of the nature of the contain ment or holding at differ ent points 
in the session.

Group members often arrived at sessions tired, preoc cu pied with issues from 
work, and rather anxious about the evening ahead. Starting with coffee in the staff 
room provided a degree of the ‘known’ as did the informal discus sions between 
group members (although inter per sonal diffi culties might also arise, as they did 
on the evening described in this book).

The emotional holding or contain ment was offered by ‘rules and permis sions’: 
the ritual of coffee (rules, level 3); ‘emotional’ means: the talking (emotional, 
level 3); and ‘phys ical’: the secur ity offered by the known space of the staff room 
with its walls and door (phys ical, level 4).

The group room (or ‘theatre’) with its large colour ful cush ions (comfort able  
to sit on or even hide under) provided a sense of the famil iar. It was a space  
the group had grown to trust. Good (if at times painful) things could and  
did happen in it. Containment involved the contents of the room (phys ical, 
level 3).

Warm-ups are used for various reasons. These include: the learn ing of group 
members’ names, the increas ing of group cohe sion, the raising of spon taneity and 
creativ ity, and a method to help people focus on issues on which they might like 
to work in the session. A good warm-up must contain and reduce anxiety, for no 
one is going to think about a problem, let alone risk being a prot ag on ist, if anxiety 
rises too high. So the struc tures and routines of the warm-up must provide a sense 
of safety.

In the session described, Paul used a game about toys and a guided fantasy. 
Both these warm-ups involve the use of symbol ism. Freud pointed out that part  
of what he called ‘dream work’ was the reduc tion of anxiety and psychic  
censor ship by the psyche’s use of symbols to tell the story (Rycroft 1968). In 
psycho drama the use of symbols has the same effect, allow ing conflicts to emerge 
slowly from the depths of repres sion. In this session the element of playing a 
game, ‘be a toy’, assisted George who could begin to think about his father  
only through the emotional contain ment (intra psychic there fore level 1) in the 
warm-up.

However, as in most warm-ups that utilise an element of fantasy, the process is 
contain ing through the group’s rela tion ship with the director, both indi vidu ally 
(emotional, level 2) and as a group (emotional, level 3).

George found the warm-up diffi cult at first, he was anxious and tense, but the 
contain ment offered slowly allowed him to parti cip ate. Perhaps without much 
thought, he chose a toy soldier from his child hood. It was only later that he real-
ised that this little figure was asso ci ated with much pain and frus tra tion: conflicts 
that he’d been allowed to approach through the holding aspects of the warm-up 
game. However, his anxiety still remained too high. He was becom ing aware  
of the signi fic ance of his toy but still could not allow himself to become the  
prot ag on ist.

Paul, having no prot ag on ist, decided to use a guided fantasy. His rising  
anxiety was contained by his exper i ence and belief in the methods of  
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psycho drama (rules, level 1) as this was initially an internal decision. When the 
whole group began to feel more secure follow ing the sugges tion of a guided 
fantasy, contain ment involved rules, level 3.

Everyone felt a degree of relief as the session contin ued. A guided fantasy 
offers an appar ently rather rigid bound ary (as with the descrip tion of early  
stages of the journey). Within these safe bound ar ies the indi vidual is freed to be 
creat ive (for example, through the choice of objects). These choices have a  
simil ar ity to the free asso ci ation process of psycho ana lysis. Containment is at 
both the private and personal level (emotional, level 1) and is also related to the 
group members’ rela tion ship with the director who leads the fantasy (emotional, 
level 2).

George now felt able to become the prot ag on ist. He felt held by the group who 
suppor ted his becom ing the focus of the session (emotional, level 3).

Slowly his anxiety began to rise again. It was held by Paul’s rela tion ship with 
him (emotional and phys ical, level 2). An anxious prot ag on ist can be held by the 
initial dialogue between him and his director. The close ness and intim acy can 
reas sure. However, should this continue for too long and psycho dra matic action 
be avoided, anxiety may rise again. A trust in the very methods of psycho drama 
can offer an indi vidual and a group comfort. George’s anxiety was reduced by 
Paul’s insist ence that they moved to action (rules, levels 2 and 3).

Throughout the session Paul used his rela tion ship with George to hold  
and contain his rising panic as buried conflicts surfaced. At times he was close, 
both phys ic ally (some times touch ing George gently on the arm or back) and 
emotion ally (again emotional and phys ical, level 2). At other times he moved 
away, allow ing George to discover his own strengths and skills (emotional, 
level 1).

George was also held by the correct use of the tech niques of psycho drama. 
When Paul needed to know more about George’s boss, Peter, he used role-reversal 
to help George describe him without falling, once more, into his habitual role with 
this man.

Paul knew that the scene with George’s father was going to be diffi cult. He 
used his rela tion ship with George and the rules of psycho drama to be firm. ‘Show 
us this coffee shop. Set it up for us.’ And then, as anxiety rises, ‘Stand in the 
doorway of this coffee shop. What is its name?’ Clear, firm direc tions and ques-
tions (rules, level 2). George is able to continue the scene.

Later, when Paul begins to anger George, he again uses his rela tion ship with his 
prot ag on ist to lower anxiety and allow the psycho drama to continue. He also uses 
his profes sional rule: think about your own feel ings, try to under stand your coun-
ter trans fer ence (rules, level 1).

The psycho drama group was held, with the permis sion of his colleagues, in 
Paul’s clinic. Although not directly involved in the group, the social worker  
Tom knew about it and approved. Paul’s know ledge of this support provided  
both him and other group members with further bound ar ies and contain ment  
at level 4 (emotional, Tom’s support; rules, Paul’s colleagues’ permis sion to 
use the room).
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The psycho drama group was provided with further contain ment by the know-
ledge that group members’ famil ies and friends suppor ted the thera peutic work of 
the sessions. Such contain ment occurs at level 5.

THE MAGIC OF PSYCHODRAMA

Anxiety in a psycho drama session can be the result of many influ ences and forces; 
for example, each indi vidual’s own internal conflicts, the possib il ity of conflicts 
arising (in the here-and-now) between members of the group, the group’s aware-
ness that the director has ‘lost his way’ or his control over his use of the tech-
niques of psycho drama.

These factors, and of course many more, can produce unpro duct ive anxiety 
with the asso ci ated loss of spon taneity in the prot ag on ist, the director, and the 
group. It is the director’s task to sense these changes and to be aware of at least 
some of the ways the situ ation can be held or contained.

Psychodrama, like other forms of psycho ther apy, can provide the magic that 
allows for emotions to be held. A contain ment that many people (espe cially those 
who seek therapy) may not have exper i enced adequately in child hood.

It must not be forgot ten that without the aware ness of anxiety we might never 
know that the approach ing lion was a threat. A prot ag on ist without some anxiety 
may very well not chal lenge those issues that require psycho dra matic work. A 
director without a degree of anxiety will become compla cent, his psycho drama 
session boring and routine.

The skill in psycho drama, as in life, is to get the balance right. Never an easy 
trick.



Chapter 10

Playing and reality

The group

George found much energy in his confront a tion with his ‘parents’.
‘Would you like your parents to react differ ently?’
‘Yes, they always criti cise and blame me. They don’t approve of my work and 

they have rarely suppor ted me in my marriage.’
‘Who could tell them about the good work you do?’
‘Well, some of my clients. Not all of them of course. Some are never satis fied! 

They’d never say nice things about my work!’
‘OK. But some would. Describe one or two clients who would be posit ive about 

you.’
‘Well, there’s Mrs A. with three small chil dren under five. I helped her get 

nursery school places and she talks to me about her worries.’
Paul indic ated with his hand that Maggie should play Mrs A.
‘Then there’s Joe. His wife left him with the kids. I see him every week for an 

hour in this office. He’s got a job so money isn’t his biggest problem, but he gets 
very tense and depressed at times. He finds it diffi cult to feel angry with his wife. 
She just went off with another man!’

Paul asked Peter to play Joe.
‘So Mrs A., Joe, and some of your other clients think you’re a good social 

worker. Here they come into this office to talk to your parents.’
‘They would never do that!’
‘This is psycho drama, George. Let it happen.’
George’s ‘clients’ came into the room and began to tell his ‘parents’ about 

their really posit ive feel ings for their social worker, how much he has helped them 
and how much they respect and like him. George’s ‘parents’ listened, then began 
to ask a few ques tions. They expressed surprise and real pleas ure in hearing so 
many good things about their son.

Paul indic ated that more group members could, if they wished, come into the 
office as ‘clients’ and talk to George’s ‘parents’. Soon the stage was full, people 
clustered around George and said really posit ive things about him. Paul real ised 
that some were in role as clients, others were being them selves, as group members; 
all were express ing posit ive things. George looked very pleased, his ‘parents’ 
were for the first time listen ing and respond ing in the way he wished them to. He 
felt good, more assured and confid ent.

‘Let’s finish this scene. You’ve got to talk to Fred now, and perhaps your wife!’
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Paul was feeling that George must pull together some of the strands of his 
psycho drama.

‘Who should we start with?’
‘I’d like to start with Fred. Maria is much more import ant to me. I’d like to 

finish the session tonight with a scene with her.’
‘So, the clients and your parents leave the room, and in comes Fred.’
Victor came back onto the stage area as ‘Fred’. George started: ‘Fred, I’ve 

really had enough of you. I know that you’re a good social worker and try hard to 
keep this unit afloat, but you don’t give me enough support.’

‘Reverse!’
‘But George, you’re a very exper i enced social worker. I can’t hold your hand 

all the time!’
‘Reverse!’
‘I don’t want my hand holding! I just want some normal support and super vi-

sion, after all that’s what you get from head office!’
‘OK George, should we make a regular weekly slot again? Then you can tell 

me about your case load.’
‘Thanks Fred, that would be great. And what about lunch in the pub one day?’
Fred agreed. It was clear that George’s force ful but not hyster ical demands 

had been heard. George had found, at least in the psycho drama, a way and a 
language to talk to his boss. The scene ended.

‘You said you wished to talk to Maria? Where?’
‘In the kitchen at home. I want to tell her about my new rela tion ship with Fred.’
And, thought Paul, perhaps she will tell you a thing or two about your rela tion-

ship with her.
‘Who could be Maria?’
‘Thelma.’
‘OK Thelma?’
‘Yes.’
‘Set up your kitchen. . . . Start talking.’
Paul was aware that the evening was passing and that he must allow time for 

the group sharing, the crucial last phase of a psycho drama.
‘Well, Maria, I don’t feel that you always listen to me.’
(He’s trying the same line that worked with Fred, thought Paul.)
‘Reverse!’
‘What a nerve George! I try very hard to listen to you, but you’re in so late, and 

when you’re really in a state about work you just retreat into your self. Just like 
your father. Moody and absent!’

As ‘Maria’ George really knew his own faults, and in role-reversal was able to 
voice them loudly and clearly. He really could be, at times, very like his father.

‘I don’t know about you George, some times I feel I’m living with an over-
grown toddler. One minute you’re all charm and cuddles, the next moment you’re 
having a tantrum, just as if you had broken a new toy. You really can be very 
child ish.’

The group laughs, they like George’s own account of himself from the role of 
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Maria. The scene contin ued; George played both himself, and some times, in role-
reversal, his wife. Thelma (as ‘Maria’) was able to help George exter n al ise and 
discover more about his marriage. George looked thought ful but relaxed.

‘Let’s finish this scene. You can continue it at home!’
Continued on page 164.

THE PSYCHOLOGICAL TERRITORY OF 
PSYCHODRAMA

George looked really pleased when his ‘clients’ told his ‘parents’ in his ‘office’ 
what a good and well-respected social worker he was. For George the scene was 
real. His emotional response was power ful and posit ive. He felt as if he was at 
work, exper i en cing what he wished would happen but never had.

This is the magic of psycho drama. The drama has moved into the realm of 
surplus reality.

It can well be said that the psycho drama provides the subject with a new and 
more extens ive exper i ence of reality, a ‘surplus’ reality, a gain which in part 
justi fies the sacri fice he has made by working through a psycho dra matic 
produc tion.

(Moreno 1946 in Fox 1987: 16)

The stage can become anywhere we choose, peopled with those import ant to us 
from our past, our present, and indeed our future. A bare room, a few cush ions, 
and group members we may have known for months can be conver ted into other 
worlds and other people for the dura tion of the session.

This trans form a tion is one that those who have only read about psycho drama 
some times find hard to accept. ‘You mean someone my age might actu ally feel 
like my 70-year-old mother?’ Yes indeed. And in another psycho drama the same 
young woman might be someone else’s ageing father or young child. The auxil-
i ary egos playing ‘roles’ in the drama become, for the prot ag on ist (for the dura tion 
of the session), these other people.

How might we explain these strange and power ful exper i ences? Do prot ag on ists 
become briefly psychotic, losing contact with the shared reality in the group room?

No, for their exper i ences are illus ory. It is a form of ‘thera peutic madness’ (Klauber 
in Klauber et al. 1987). They remain aware of the ‘as if’ aspects of the session while 
at the same time enter ing (in an emotional sense) into the ‘reality’ of the drama.

PLAYING AND REALITY

I believe that the writ ings of the British paedi at ri cian and psycho ana lyst D.W. 
Winnicott offer much to help us in our attempts to under stand this magical 
process. Indeed I’ve taken the heading for this chapter and this section from  
the title of his small but power ful book. My copy is worn and tattered, rather  
like a favour ite teddy bear. His writ ings have power fully influ enced my 
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theor et ical under stand ings of human psycho logy and inter ac tions and added much 
to my aware ness of the processes of psycho ther apy. In this chapter, however, I 
can touch upon only those aspects of Winnicott’s theor ies that seem to me to be 
most pertin ent to my themes in this book.

So far we’ve talked about two closely linked worlds: that of personal psychic 
reality, the ‘inner world’ of object rela tion ships, and the corres pond ing ‘outside 
world’ shared by others in which real rela tion ships exist. Winnicott proposed that 
there is a third psycho lo gical world. He wrote:

Of every indi vidual who has reached the stage of being a unit with a limit ing 
membrane and an outside and an inside, it can be said that there is an inner 
reality to that indi vidual, an inner world that can be rich or poor and can be at 
peace or in a state of war. This helps, but is it enough?

My claim is that if there is a need for this double state ment, there is also 
need for a triple one: the third part of the life of a human being, a part that we 
cannot ignore, is an inter me di ate area of exper i en cing, to which inner reality 
and external life both contrib ute. It is an area that is not chal lenged, because 
no claim is made on its behalf except that it shall exist as a resting-place for 
the indi vidual engaged in the perpetual human task of keeping inner and 
outer reality separ ate yet inter re lated.

Playing and Reality (Winnicott 1971 and 1974: 3; my italics)

In Winnicott’s view, this third area (which he called a ‘poten tial or trans itional 
space’) is the realm of play and, in my opinion, it is also the realm of illu sions. In 
his paper on ‘Transitional objects and trans itional phenom ena’, his primary 
concern is an infant’s early rela tion ships with the world, which, as I hope this 
book has demon strated, continue to influ ence the adult’s life.

I am here staking a claim for an inter me di ate state between a baby’s inab il ity 
and his growing ability to recog nize and accept reality. I am there fore 
study ing the substance of illu sion, that which is allowed to the infant, and 
which in adult life is inher ent in art and reli gion,

– and I would add ‘and in the processes of psycho drama’ –

and yet becomes the hall mark of madness when an adult puts too power ful 
claim on the credu lity of others, forcing them to acknow ledge a sharing of 
illu sion that is not their own.

(Winnicott 1971 and 1974: 3)

The psycho ana lyst Joyce McDougall, also talking about psychosis, wrote:

Fortunately, in coming to grips with life’s Impossibles, most of us have at  
our disposal other theat ers than that of delu sion. There is another stage,  
on which many impossible and forbid den wishes may find substi tute  
expres sions. This stage, lying between the limit less inner universe and the 
restrict ing world of reality, coin cides with what Winnicott . . . called 
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‘trans itional space’. This poten tial ‘space’, accord ing to Winnicott, is the 
inter me di ate area of exper i en cing that lies between fantasy and reality. It 
includes, among many other phenom ena, the place of cultural exper i ence  
and the area of creativ ity.

Theatres of the Mind (McDougall 1986: 10)

I believe that it is in this third area, this poten tial space of trans itional 
phenom ena: of play, creativ ity, phant asy, imagin a tion, and illu sions, that the 
magic of certain aspects of psycho drama is enacted. But not all, for it must be 
emphas ised that members of a psycho drama group also have very real here-
and-now inter ac tions.

McDougall described how some adults in every day life, uncon sciously, enrol 
people into external enact ments of their internal dramas.

[T]he wish behind such complic ated dramas . . . is to try to make sense of 
what the small child of the past, who is still writing the scripts, found too 
confus ing to under stand. Constructions that use others to play import ant parts 
of oneself of one’s inner world are neither psychotic nor neur otic creations, 
but they borrow tech niques and ways of thought that belong to both. The 
social stage on which such psychic produc tions are presen ted and the nature 
of the tie to the char ac ters who are maneuvered into playing roles in them 
char ac ter ize what I call the Transitional Theater.

(McDougall 1986: 65)

George’s ‘parents’ and ‘clients’ are in his ‘poten tial space’. To him they seem 
very real. Although they are not hallu cin a tions, they are his creations. He retains 
his sanity and his aware ness that it is only ‘as if’ his parents were on the psycho-
drama stage with him, a stage which is a special part of the trans itional theatre of 
life.

We have thus seen George act out his drama with his father on three differ ent 
stages in the three differ ent theatres.

The theatre of the original drama

The café ‘Tea for Two’. It must of course be stressed that this meeting with his 
father, re-enacted in the psycho drama session, was but one of many frus trat ing 
and trau matic inter ac tions with his father (see ‘The concept of cumu lat ive trauma’, 
Khan 1963).

The trans itional theatre

The social work office. Here George uncon sciously enrolled Fred to assist him 
with his re-enactment of his child hood drama with his father. And, as Fred was 
role respons ive, the drama contin ued.
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The psycho drama theatre

The stage. In the session George’s tend ency to re-enact his child hood dramas with 
father figures is thera peut ic ally clari fied with Victor as the auxil i ary ego.

The psycho drama stage, like the trans itional theatre of every day life described 
by McDougall, involves a bending of reality or an illu sion. As she sugges ted, 
these dramas occur in a space that is neither psychotic nor fully real. The tech-
nique allows the prot ag on ist, who might normally keep much of his psychic 
conflict secret, to exter n al ise his internal world in a clear and dramatic manner. It 
is a theatre in which project ive iden ti fic a tion is used, as in infancy, as a means of 
posit ive and thera peutic commu nic a tion.

Transitional objects

We must now consider what Winnicott thought might occur in this ‘poten tial 
space’: processes that might involve the infant on its own or the rela tion ship 
between an infant and its mother. We must discover what he meant when he 
referred to the ‘trans itional objects’ of a child, for perhaps these relate (in some 
way) with the auxil i ary egos of psycho drama.

For Winnicott, a ‘trans itional object’ is the first ‘not-quite-me’ posses sion an 
infant chooses for itself from the array of colour ful toys and objects that fill its 
small world. These very import ant objects are recog nised, well-known, and 
respec ted by ‘good-enough’ parents who know with what intense signi fic ance 
their babies endow their special blanket or teddy bear.

When I was a small child, my mother tells me, I clung to a wooden spoon 
(which cannot have been a very comfort able object, but perhaps explains my 
tend ency to stir in adult life). The small child Linus, in the Peanuts cartoon strip, 
has a more usual object. He becomes distraught when he loses his blanket, as do 
other infants when their favour ite sheet or soft toy disap pears.

The infant’s rela tion ship with this object lies between that which it has with its 
thumb (which is clearly part of its own body) and those true external object rela-
tion ships which it devel ops with the world around it. The trans itional object exists 
in the realm of illu sion, and becomes its substi tute for its mother when she is 
absent.

However, this object is not, for the infant, a symbol. It is endowed with all the 
attrib utes of the breast. It is exper i enced as real, exist ing in the outside world. 
Winnicott said:

The infant assumes rights over the object. . . . [it is] affec tion ately cuddled as 
well as excitedly loved and mutil ated.

It must never change, unless changed by the infant. It must survive 
instinctual loving, and also hating. . . .

Yet it must seem to the infant to give warmth, or to move, or to have 
texture, or to do some thing that seems to show it has vital ity or reality of  
its own.

It comes from without from our point of view, but not so from the point  
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of view of the baby. Neither does it come from within; it is not a  
hallu cin a tion.

(Winnicott 1971 and 1974: 6)

It is the baby’s comforter, its friend in times of need, its mother’s breast in times 
of unmet hunger, its first play mate, being both its own creation and a separ ate 
object, for:

It is true that the piece of blanket (or whatever it is) is symbol ical of some 
part-object, such as the breast. Nevertheless, the point of it is not its symbolic 
value so much as its actu al ity. . . .

When symbol ism is employed the infant is already clearly distin guish ing 
between fantasy and fact, between inner objects and external objects, between 
primary creativ ity and percep tion.

(Winnicott 1971 and 1974: 7; my italics)

The trans itional object exists at a point in time on ‘the infant’s journey from the 
purely subject ive to objectiv ity’, for it is not an internal psychic object, it is, after 
all, a concrete external posses sion. However, nor is it (for the infant) an external 
object either. It exists in the magical world of the trans itional space.

In Winnicott’s view, it is an exter n al isa tion of an ‘alive and real and good-
enough’ internal object. The trans itional object may repres ent the real external 
object (say mother and her breast) but only indir ectly, through stand ing for the 
‘internal’ breast. That is, the trans itional object derives its psychic signi fic ance 
because it is endowed with the char ac ter ist ics of an internal good (and comfort ing) 
object from which the child needs to obtain support in the absence of the real 
external object (mother).

Parents acknow ledge the crucial import ance of these trans itional objects to 
their chil dren. It is their child’s first posses sion, their first creation. Should the 
object get lost, the infant’s omni po tence is chal lenged, result ing in great distress. 
The child alone can release the trans itional object from its dramatic role. The 
mother adapts to her infant’s needs, thus allow ing the infant the illu sion that what 
it has created really exists, for:

Of the trans itional object it can be said that it is a matter of agree ment between 
us and the baby that we will never ask the ques tion: ‘Did you conceive of this 
or was it presen ted to you from without?’ The import ant point is that no 
decision on this point is expec ted. The ques tion is not to be formu lated.

(Winnicott 1971 and 1974: 14)

Back to adults and to George

Winnicott sugges ted that trans itional objects are, origin ally, created by the  
infant for comfort and support in the absence of the mother. In adult life we  
may still, at times, use the same psychic processes, creat ing objects that are 
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endowed with great psycho lo gical signi fic ance by the indi vidual. At times my 
garden in London seems to have replaced the wooden spoon of my child hood,  
at other times it is just a place to sit in, on a sunny after noon.

McDougall (1986) said that adults use the ‘trans itional theatre’ in attempts  
to reduce psychic distress when they ‘adopt’ real external people and treat them 
(or use them) as if they were their own psychic creations. George ‘used’ Fred in 
his attempts to disown his unre li able and angry self. This process involves 
project ive iden ti fic a tion and the others in the drama must, unlike a teddy bear, be 
role respons ive in an active way.

For George, in his psycho drama session, his ‘parents’ and his ‘clients’ feel 
rather like his creations. Through the method of role-reversal he has brought them 
alive on the stage, and the auxil i ary egos, through their subtle under stand ing 
(involving tele and coun ter trans fer ence), comple ment George’s creation. Like a 
mother they allow George the illu sion that they are his creations, his parents and 
clients, indeed his exter n al ised inner-objects.

Let me adapt Winnicott’s descrip tion of trans itional objects to psycho drama.

The auxil i ary ego in a session is ‘used’ and ‘played with’ in a way that is 
similar to that with which a child uses his teddy bear or blanket.

The prot ag on ist assumes [some] rights over the auxil i ary egos, who must 
allow them selves to be cuddled, loved and at times attacked or symbol ic ally 
mutil ated [how many auxil i ary egos have been passion ately hugged or 
‘attacked’ with cush ions in sessions?] but must survive both the loving and 
the attack ing. They must main tain contact with the prot ag on ist’s view of their 
roles, and must shift their ‘perform ance’ to meet the prot ag on ist’s percep-
tions of the role. If they don’t do this the ‘magic’ of the session may vanish 
and here-and-now reality intrude.

(adapted from Winnicott 1971 and 1974: 5–6)

From the group’s view point the auxil i ary egos’ roles come from ‘without’, but 
for the prot ag on ist they come from ‘within’ himself. They are his creations.

The child at play

Winnicott had more to say about trans itional objects and phenom ena in child-
hood, but we must move on to consider his applic a tions of these theor ies to play. 
He wrote that he made his idea of play concrete:

by claim ing that playing has a place and a time. It is not inside. . . . Nor is it 
outside, that is to say, it is not part of the repu di ated world, the not-me, that 
which the indi vidual has decided to recog nize (with whatever diffi culty and 
even pain) as truly external, which is outside magical control. To control 
what is outside one has to do things, not simply to think or to wish, and doing 
things takes time. Playing is doing.

(Winnicott 1971 and 1974: 47)
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Many analytic psycho ther ap ists (includ ing Winnicott and myself) believe  
that play occurs in the relat ively action less verbal rela tion ship between  
ther ap ist and patient. In psycho drama a central element is the play ful ness  
(with the asso ci ated humour and fun) which can be seen both in the warm-up  
and in the central action.

For Winnicott, play in child hood takes place in the poten tial space that exists 
between mother and child or between two chil dren in a sand-pit both agree ing to 
believe in the reality of their ‘chil dren’s tea party’ or of the ‘battle of the giants’. 
Winnicott believed that play was a univer sal phenomenon which facil it ates 
growth and health. It leads to the devel op ment of inter per sonal rela tion ships and 
‘can be a form of commu nic a tion in psycho ther apy’ (Winnicott 1974: 48).

He saw that the origins of play had a place in the devel op mental sequence  
that exists between the world of the tiny infant and that of the adult. At first  
the baby has only a subject ive view of an object with which it is merged  
and the ‘mother is orient ated towards the making actual of what the baby is ready 
to find’. She cannot force her games on her infant, she may only (with her  
mater nal preoc cu pa tion) respond to the ever chan ging needs of her child.  
Slowly the infant discov ers that its objects are indeed external and thus  
separ ate from itself. It begins to gain pleas ure from the ‘marriage’ of the  
omni po tence of its inner psychic world with its growing control of objects in  
the real world.

The mother is crucial for this process because she must parti cip ate in it, being 
at times exper i enced as merged with her child and at others as separ ate from it. 
Winnicott saw these changes occur ring in the ‘play ground’ between the two indi-
vidu als. At times the baby exper i ences the appar ent ‘magic’ of its omni po tent 
control over its mother and its toys. At other times (and increas ingly with age) it 
enjoys the reality of the separ a tion between them.

Psychodrama allows the prot ag on ist to re-enter this magical world of child hood 
devel op ment and once more ‘play’ with his psychic inner world, a process that 
encour ages change and growth. An infant initially needs another person to join 
them in play in their poten tial space (the same is true of psycho drama), however, 
in time the child moves onto:

the next stage [which] is being alone in the pres ence of someone. The child is 
now playing on the basis of the assump tion that the person who loves and 
who is there fore reli able is avail able and contin ues to be avail able when 
remembered after being forgot ten. This person is felt to reflect back what 
happens in the playing.

(Winnicott 1971 and 1974: 55–6)

Thus, for the capa city to play to develop, the infant must learn the skill in the 
context of a rela tion ship with someone who is (initially) exper i enced, at times, as 
the omni po tently controlled. As is the asso ci ated trans itional object that in the 
infant’s mind stands for this external person.

Eventually the child is able to allow for its play ground to overlap with that  
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of another. No longer must the mother care fully adapt her play to fit with her 
baby’s activ it ies. The child in time will also begin to play with other chil dren, 
each allow ing the other into their own ‘poten tial space’ or psychic (and  
concrete) play ground.

But woe betide the other child or adult who too firmly imposes or intrudes  
their own wishes or ideas into this space which is inhab ited by the child with  
such concen tra tion and tenacity. Tears, tantrums, and a with drawal will  
follow.

PSYCHODRAMA AND PLAY

In Playing and Reality Winnicott summar ised his views on chil dren’s play (1974: 
60–1). Let us consider the process of psycho drama in these terms.

Psychodrama, like play, occurs outside the indi vidual. It does not occur only in 
the mind, in the reality of the inner world, but nor is it fully in the reality of the 
external world.

In psycho drama the prot ag on ist draws into his ‘drama’ or ‘play’ objects, 
phenom ena, or people from external reality through the use of auxil i ary egos and 
certain props. These are all used in the service of some thing derived from inner or 
personal reality. As in play this process does not involve hallu cin a tions.

In psycho drama, as in a child’s play, the prot ag on ist manip u lates external 
phenom ena in the service of his inner world. To this extent the process of psycho-
drama resembles the exter n al isa tion of a dream with chosen objects or auxil i ary 
egos, being inves ted with a dream meaning and feeling.

Winnicott wrote that ‘There is a direct devel op ment from trans itional 
phenom ena to playing, and from playing to shared playing, and from this to 
cultural exper i ences’ (1974: 61).

The prot ag on ist must trust the director and the group, for, like a child, he 
becomes depend ent, and cannot play unless a safe trans itional space exists 
between himself and others in the session.

Psychodrama, again like play, involves more than the mind, for the body is 
essen tial. Interactions involve the manip u la tion of objects (toys or props) and the 
move ment of people.

Winnicott added that: ‘Playing is essen tially satis fy ing. This is true even when 
it leads to a high level of anxiety. There is a degree of anxiety that is unbear able 
and this destroys playing’ (1974: 61). He adds that playing is essen tially excit ing 
and precari ous. This too is char ac ter istic of psycho drama. The appar ent danger 
derives from the precari ous ness that belongs to the inter play in the prot ag on ist’s 
mind of that which is subject ive (near- hallu cin a tion) and that which is object ively 
perceived and part of the actual or shared reality with others in the group.

George and the group had enjoyed the vital ity and laughter he brought into  
his scene with his wife, espe cially when he was role-reversed as Maria. Moreno 
said that he wished to be remembered as the psychi at rist who brought  
laughter to psycho ther apy.
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For psycho drama is after all an active and playful form of psycho ther apy. The 
creation of this atmo sphere of fun is a task of the psycho drama director who, like 
a parent with her child, must foster the growth of the group and of the prot ag on ist.

And yet there is a poten tial paradox in psycho drama, for the content of our 
play ful ness in the thera peutic theatre may often involve not only pain and torment 
but death itself. But we must not be surprised for we go to the theatre to see the 
bloody dramas of Coriolanus or Macbeth. The play of chil dren is often suffused 
with aggres sion and terror. These seem to be innate features of the human condi-
tion (Lorenz 1963).

The ‘good-enough’ psycho dram at ist

Marcia Karp describes the essen tial char ac ter ist ics of the director if they are to be 
‘good enough’ at their job. They must:

have an optim istic and affirm at ive view of the group poten tial;
create moments when all is possible: the director is able to create an atmo-

sphere of poten tial magic;
have a true sense of play, fun, fresh ness and embody the humour of life as 

well as the pathos;
have the ability to take risks, to encour age, to stim u late and be able to trans fer 

these into actions;
be able to engender in others the free-flowing of the creat ive and spon tan eous 

spirit that promotes change.
(adapted from Karp in Psychodrama: Inspiration and Technique, 

Holmes and Karp 1991: 3)

And how import ant all these qual it ies are in good parents. I believe that the 
very special rela tion ship that devel ops between a psycho drama director and the 
prot ag on ist has indeed many of those same special qual it ies of a mother playing 
with her child. The director must facil it ate the ‘play’ (in a thera peutic and  
theat rical sense), must provide contain ment and holding of anxi et ies, and must (as 
must a good mother) allow for or create changes and devel op ments in the play. 
However, these must not be too intrus ive or forced upon the prot ag on ist, they 
must grow out of their joint work/play together.

It is not uncom mon for a prot ag on ist to say, after a power ful and success ful 
session: ‘I really didn’t know that the director was there at all. I was just aware of 
my mother and my broth ers and sister!’

Like a ‘good-enough mother’, the ‘good-enough’ psycho drama director 
provides a play ground (assisted by the group) in which the prot ag on ist plays, 
some times allow ing others (the director and auxil i ar ies) to play too.

As psycho dram at ists none of this will surprise us, as Moreno himself saw  
the roots of psycho drama as being in the Augarten, the park in Vienna, where  
in 1911 he played with the chil dren and encour aged their imagin a tion and 
creativ ity (Preludes to my Autobiography, Moreno 1955: 10).
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George entered his psycho drama through his memor ies of playing with his  
toy soldier with his smart red tunic.

The process of change

In child hood, reality slowly begins to assert itself and the child learns that its 
trans itional object really is external and not an exten sion of its psyche. Such a  
step is painful but crucial if the child is to continue to grow and face the real 
world. This process, which takes time, is initi ated and indeed controlled by the 
growing and devel op ing child. For there are innate drives that force the psyche  
to become more ordered and allow think ing to develop, processes that require  
the child to come to terms with external reality. At times of crisis the child  
will regress and once more endow the blanket or teddy bear with magical,  
support ive prop er ties.

In a single psycho drama session, however, some thing occurs that may only 
rarely, or never, happen in a baby’s life. The director or indeed the creat ive auxil-
i ary ego may decide to change or mutate the original ‘trans itional object/ auxil i ary 
ego’ (re)created in the session. Thus the prot ag on ist’s percep tions and exper i-
ences of his inner world are chal lenged. External reality is stressed, high light ing 
the differ ence between internal and external reality. This is a step in the thera-
peutic process. This sort of confront a tion with reality occurs for an infant when its 
essen tial teddy bear gets lost.

Alternatively, the prot ag on ist may choose to change his auxil i ary ego’s beha-
viour himself and thus make alter a tions in the exter n al isa tions of his inner world. 
It was George who said he wished his parents to behave differ ently. He decided 
they should visit his social work office together. He decided to risk the exper i ence 
of meeting parents differ ent from his child hood percep tions.

George was rather like a child who decides to change his teddy bear’s mood 
and person al ity. Through the exter n al isa tion of his inner-object rela tion ships into 
the poten tial or trans itional space of the psycho drama stage, he began to take 
control of his inner world, with all its conflicts. He could thus ‘play’ with and 
explore issues and rela tion ships without the terror they caused him when he was 
a child.

Zerka Moreno says, ‘psycho drama allows one to take risks in life without the 
fear of punish ment’ (personal commu nic a tion). George was able to create on the 
psycho drama stage situ ations he had been avoid ing since child hood and he could 
take the risk to find new solu tions. This is an aspect of the thera peutic process of 
psycho drama.

The prot ag on ist can not only gain know ledge of those object rela tion ships 
previ ously repressed, but they can bring about shifts and alter a tions in the inner 
world. As the session devel ops the inner world is,

Projected, Externalised, and Enacted,
and as the psycho drama contin ues the external drama on the stage is (as in  
child hood),

Sensed, Perceived, Remembered, and Re-internalised,
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becom ing a new, or at least altered, part of the prot ag on ist’s inner world. This 
seems to me to be an essen tial aspect of the thera peutic process. The prot ag on ist 
in a role-reversal is playing that part of himself that may be, at other times, 
projec ted onto others. This process allows the prot ag on ist’s self once more to 
regain contact with those lost parts of himself. This promotes psychic growth in 
the prot ag on ist.

George, as the session progressed, had learnt about forgot ten aspects of his 
child hood. He could, as a result, think about his prob lems and their possible solu-
tions. He had also had an emotional or cath artic exper i ence (Scheff 1979), which 
also assisted him in his emotional growth.



Chapter 11

The dynam ics of the group

The group

George hugged ‘Maria’. He knew that his psycho drama was over. Thelma held 
onto him. Somehow the phys ical contact seemed neces sary. George had had a 
long evening and Thelma (partly still in the role of his wife) wanted to help him 
end on a posit ive note, to help him so that he could return home to his real wife 
and begin the slow process of allow ing shifts and changes in their rela tion ship 
and marriage.

‘Let’s share.’
The group all moved onto the stage area and formed a circle. This phase of the 

psycho drama allowed those in roles to shed them and become fully, once more, 
them selves. And it allowed those whose feel ings or memor ies had been stirred up 
to share with the prot ag on ist.

Joyce contin ued to sit next to George. Paul looked around the group. There 
was a long mellow silence. Suddenly Joan was seen to be in tears. Thelma reached 
out and put her arm around her.

‘Joan?’
‘George is so like my son, Gerald, so distant. I can see the pain in Gerald, but 

cannot reach him. His father left when he was a baby. He’s only seen him twice 
since then! I know he misses having a dad. I know he blames me. I blame myself 
at times, but his dad was a mess. Our marriage wouldn’t have lasted. And I’ve 
been happy, on the whole, as a single woman. But I feel for Gerald!’

George then crossed the room and put his arm around Joan, a gesture which 
she accep ted. A real son with a real mother. George’s action seemed to offer Joan 
some hope with her own teenage son back home.

‘I really liked being your dad, espe cially in the last scene.’
The group knew that Victor was gay, but would have liked chil dren.
‘It’s great being your dad. I don’t think that your parents knew what they were 

missing.’
George looked pleased, he liked Victor, who was a fair bit older than he was, 

but he had not always found him easy to relate to in the group. Victor added: ‘But 
there are times when I also feel I’m like Fred, I can see why you asked me to play 
him tonight!’
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Maggie looked up.
‘I always tend to avoid diffi cult or painful situ ations. I don’t like being like that! 

As you know, I’ve had great diffi culties with Jack, my boss.’
Maggie had been the prot ag on ist three weeks ago. Like George she seemed to 

confuse her boss with her father, although in her case her father had sexu ally 
abused her. Now she feared that all men wanted the same thing. A fear that made 
her life trouble some at times.

Debby had two chil dren, both about to leave home. She shared with George 
that although ‘to the outside world we’re a happy family’ she and her husband 
have had their prob lems.

‘I worry about how these might have affected our sons, espe cially John, the 
younger. However, they seem happy enough, but who can really tell?’

Paul shared that he too had had diffi culties, in differ ent ways, with both his 
parents. But now he felt he was getting on much better with them. One by one 
every one in the group said some thing.

Joan was still tearful.
‘Are you all right?’
Paul as director felt a concern for her. He wasn’t really sure why she was so 

upset.
‘I’m feeling a bit better. While the others have been sharing I’ve real ized that 

the problem is not only with my son, but also with my father. He’s still alive and 
we see each other quite often so I’m not really sure why I’m so upset. It feels as if 
some thing wasn’t quite right when I was a girl.’

Maggie said: ‘I had the same sort of feeling too, then I discovered that my 
father had abused me. I’d forgot ten all the events, I just remembered the pain and 
the loneli ness.’

Joan went over and put her arms around Maggie, who was now looking 
distressed.

‘I don’t think that my father abused me, but I do know that he was a rather 
distant dad.’ said Joan. Paul added: ‘It seems that we are finding mater ial for 
another psycho drama, but not tonight. Do you feel that you can cope until next 
week?’

‘Of course!’ replied Joan. She was known in the group for being ‘strong’. 
Joyce said: ‘You’ve got my phone number, do ring me during the week if you want 
to.’

‘Anyone for a drink?’
‘I’ve got to meet a friend,’ said David. ‘I’ll come next week.’
So the group and Paul left the ‘theatre’ and went down stairs to pick up coats 

and umbrel las from the staff room. As they left the build ing George said:
‘It’s still raining out here! I’d really forgot ten this awful weather during my 

session! Perhaps because it was always sunny when I was a child!’
He laughed and Debby put an arm over his shoulders. The group hurried down 

the street, avoid ing the puddles. They soon entered the Duke of Cambridge and 
settled with their drinks around a table. A lively conver sa tion about polit ics and 
the local council developed. The psycho drama group was over for the week.
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GROUP PSYCHOTHERAPY

In 1932 J.L. Moreno coined the phrase ‘group psycho ther apy’ initially to describe 
his own psycho dra matic and socio dra matic methods. However, subsequently the 
term has been used to describe many differ ent styles of group psycho ther apy with 
their asso ci ated theor ies of group dynam ics. These include those developed by 
psycho ana lysts (analytic group psycho ther apy) and gestalt and client-centred 
ther ap ists (see Perls et al. 1951; Rogers 1970; Yalom 1985).

This chapter will explore some of the ideas that psycho ana lysis has brought  
to the under stand ing of group dynam ics. It will focus in partic u lar on the contri-
bu tions of the British schools of S.H. Foulkes and W.R. Bion (see Pines 1983, 
1985).

GEORGE AND THE GROUP

This book describes in detail one session of protagonist-centred psycho drama 
(Holmes 1991). The session concen trated on George and the ways in which his 
inner world was explored outside on the psycho dra matic stage. His rela tion ships 
both in child hood and in the present were examined, linked as they were by his 
inner-object world.

The matrix of internal iden tity

George’s inner world could be thought of as a ‘matrix of internal iden tity’, each 
object rela tion ship being embed ded in the psyche, indeed each being part of the 
surround ing matrix of all the other internal rela tion ships, the whole repres ent ing 
his own unique iden tity or self. George’s psycho drama was ‘clas sical’, the focus 
being on the prot ag on ist and his matrix of internal iden tity as presen ted to the 
group.

The matrix of external iden tity

We have heard some thing about his rela tion ships at work and at home and looked 
at George’s rela tion ships with his director, Paul, and with other members of the 
group. These might all be said to form part of his ‘matrix of external iden tity’  
as who we are is defined by our external real it ies (job, family, friends, and our 
posi tion in society) as well as our internal real it ies.

The matrix of the group

The group analyst S.H.Foulkes used the term ‘matrix’ to describe the rich and 
diverse rela tion ships which exist between indi vidu als in a group. Within this 
matrix are embed ded all the members with their indi vidual and shared dynam ics 
(Foulkes 1964, 1975; Foulkes and Anthony 1957; Pines 1983).
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It might be useful to state once more (what must seem very obvious): every 
member of this group, includ ing the group leader and director Paul, has his or her 
own complex and rich inner world which to varying degrees becomes actively 
involved in the session. There is a constant inter ac tion of the matrices of internal 
reality of all the members of the group.

During the evening various aspects of group members’ inter per sonal rela tion-
ships became appar ent. For example, before the group began, while coffee was 
being drunk, Joyce became angry and verbally attacked George. Maggie came to 
his rescue. Later in the session George became, for a moment, very angry with 
Paul. Their posit ive contract and thera peutic alli ance seemed threatened. At the 
end of the evening Debby put her arm around George.

How can we under stand what was happen ing between Joyce and George at the 
start of the group? Did it have any links with George’s anger with Paul? And why did 
Debby become so close to George? What was the signi fic ance of these inter ac tions?

Should the group leader ignore them? The contract was for protagonist-centred 
psycho dra mas, but this was after all a ‘psycho ther apy group’; perhaps these inter-
ac tions were import ant. Should Paul have given some time and space to consider 
the group dynam ics? Would the prob lems continue and perhaps adversely affect 
the session?

The theor ies of group analysis answer some of these ques tions.

S.H. FOULKES AND ANALYTIC GROUP 
PSYCHOTHERAPY

Foulkes developed group-analytic psycho ther apy in the 1940s when, with others, 
he was involved in attempts to treat the large number of soldiers who had exper i-
enced emotional diffi culties during the second World War. He wrote that:

Just as the indi vidual’s mind is a complex of inter act ing processes (personal 
matrix), mental processes inter act in the concert of the group (group matrix). 
These processes relate to each other in mani fold ways and on a variety of 
differ ent levels.

Group-Analytic Psychotherapy: Methods and Principles 
(Foulkes 1975: 130)

Previously, psycho ana lysts had been more inter ested in the psycho logy and 
treat ment of indi vidu als. Foulkes began a detailed psycho ana lytic study of the 
processes that occur within groups of people.

Before we consider the complex it ies of a whole group let us review the rela-
tion ship between two indi vidu als (and their respect ive real it ies and inner worlds). 
This situ ation is shown diagram mat ic ally in Figure 11.1.

Figure 11.2 extends this diagram to three people. Each person in this triad  
can relate to the other two in ways governed by reality (and modu lated by  
tele). Their rela tion ship may, however, be domin ated by their own, indi vidual 
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Figure 11.2 A group of three people.

Figure 11.1 Two people.

PERSON A

INNER WORLD

SPACE BETWEEN PEOPLE

, INNER WORLD

PERSONB

Communication across the space between people involves aspects o f transference, 
tele, and empathy

PERSONA PERSONB

INNER WORLD INNER WORLD

.INNER WORLD

PERSONC
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inner worlds; that is, by the uncon scious processes that create the trans fer ence in 
therapy and the kinds of confu sion George exper i enced at work.

Normally in a group, if all the members know some thing about each other’s 
here-and-now real it ies, sanity and reality will be the order of the day. The group 
will be able to focus on the agreed task: for example, in an office the provi sion of 
services to clients, in a psycho drama group the explor a tion of the strengths and 
prob lems of one indi vidual, the prot ag on ist.

However, if one or more of this group of people have diffi culties in reality 
testing or the group members lack much (or any) real inform a tion about each 
other, then the mech an isms and contents of their inner worlds will begin to 
domin ate. Transferences will develop between group members.

For example, if the trio consisted of George, Joyce, and Victor, George might 
relate (yet again) to Victor as a father figure and to Joyce as a mother. Joyce 
herself might see in George her spoilt younger brother who ‘got away with 
everything’, while she had to support and care for their ageing father. She might 
see in Victor the possib il ity of yet another doomed rela tion ship with an unavail-
able man, yet another repe ti tion of her life with her father.

Victor had been attrac ted to Roy, and perhaps wondered if he had frightened 
him away from the group, a fear that stirred up his guilt about aspects of his child-
hood: and so on. Each person in the group had a complex mixture of reality-based 
and uncon scious aspects in their rela tion ships and feel ings about each other. This 
network is part of the matrix of the group, which can be exten ded, accord ing to 
Foulkes, to the whole group, as illus trated in Figure 11.3. In this figure each 
connect ing line repres ents the full rich ness of the rela tion ship between those two 
indi vidu als.

In Who Shall Survive Moreno included a complex socio gram of the 435 inhab-
it ants of the Hudson School for Girls, a reform at ory for delin quents in New York 
(Figure 11.4 taken from Moreno 1953). This is a highly complex diagram of rela-
tion ships (as seen by the girls) within the insti tu tion. Large circles repres ent resid-
en tial houses, the small circles the indi vidual girls. (For more about socio grams 
see Hale 1981.)

I include this figure here because of its marked simil ar ity to diagrams of the 
group matrix produced by group analysts (e.g. James 1980). If one moves up a 
level and takes the large circle to repres ent indi vidu als then the smaller circles 
(and the lines connect ing them) repres ent each indi vidual’s inner world. Thus the 
inner worlds and their outer rela tion ships are included. It must be stressed that 
Moreno, in his soci omet ric explor a tions at Hudson, was more concerned with the 
real external rela tion ships between the girls than with the uncon scious aspects of 
their likes and dislikes for each other.

Group-analytic psycho ther apy focuses on the reality-based rela tion ships in the 
group and on the trans fer ences that develop both between members and with the 
ther ap ist. This emphasis is not surpris ing in a therapy based on the theor ies and 
tech niques of clas sical psycho ana lysis.

Transference phenom ena . . . can be clearly observed in this ‘group-analytic 
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situ ation’. They are natur ally distrib uted among a number of persons and not 
concen trated exclus ively on the ther ap ist.

Foulkes, in Group Psychotherapy (Foulkes and Anthony 1957: 28)

Foulkes believed that here-and-now reality was also import ant in analytic 
groups and he pointed out that the trans fer ences that develop differ from those 
seen in clas sical indi vidual psycho ana lysis. As a consequence:

the group situ ation discour ages the devel op ment of a regress ive trans fer ence 
neur osis, that is one which repeats early infant ile attach ments, on the part of 
the indi vidual, by contrast to the psycho ana lytic situ ation.

(Foulkes and Anthony 1957: 28)

Figure 11.3 A whole group.
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The process of treat ment in group analysis uses the inter pret a tion of the rela-
tion ships and inter ac tions of group members with each other and with the ther-
ap ist, for:

treat ment groups . . . are ‘trans fer ence groups’ (T-Groups), where every 
member is a poten tial auxil i ary ego and a focus of projec tions, and where 
every rela tion ship can be a model by proxy of rela tion ships in society outside. 
Transference and projec tion operate of course in every type of group, but in 
these treat ment groups they are thrown into relief.

(Foulkes and Anthony 1957: 252)

So, in group psycho ana lysis, it is the rela tion ships within the group, between 
group members includ ing the ther ap ist, that form the matrix, that are analysed. 
They provide the basic mater ial for the thera peutic process (just as the patient’s 
rela tion ship with the ther ap ist does in psycho ana lysis).

For any indi vidual in such a group the trans fer ences are ‘shared around’. The 
leader (if male) may receive the paternal trans fer ence, while a moth erly woman 
might receive mater nal trans fer ences from many (if not all) group members. In 
such a rich matrix many other trans fer ences are possible (broth ers, sisters, etc.), 
and of course not all group members will direct their projec tions and trans fer ences 
in the same direc tion.

The rules that govern the running of such groups are obvi ously consequent on 
these theor et ical and prac tical consid er a tions. For after all it is a thera peutic 
process developed from psycho ana lysis.

Certain ‘rules’ are shared with psycho drama groups: for example, the expect a-
tion of regular and punc tual attend ance and the main ten ance of confid en ti al ity. 
However, other rules are radic ally differ ent; for example, contact between 
members of an analytic group, after or outside sessions, is strongly discour aged. 
(In psycho drama the social aspect, often in my exper i ence focused around food 
and drink, is very import ant and I believe thera peutic.) ‘The specific condi tion for 
treat ment . . . is that the patients are strange to each other and have no rela tion ship 
in life’ (Foulkes 1975: 93).

For most of us, reality chal lenges the trans fer ence. If we know too much  
about our analyst, or other members of the group, they become too real and  
can no longer so easily become the focus of projec tions and trans fer ences. 
Additionally:

Whilst in treat ment it is essen tial to avoid taking any decisions in life which 
have serious consequences in reality, quite partic u larly such as are irre vers-
ible, as for instance a change of profes sion, marriage or divorce. This is a 
precau tion which one cannot over rate . . . for motiv a tions and reac tions of an 
infant ile, imma ture char ac ter are mobil ised during an intens ive form of 
psycho ther apy. To act on them . . . is disastrous for the patient’s life and 
future.

(Foulkes 1975: 94)
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Furthermore, abstin ence is required:

from tension-relieving devices as smoking, eating or drink ing in the session 
. . . and from any phys ical contact, tender or hostile, towards other patients. 
This has to do with the suspen ded action which is so char ac ter istic for an 
analytic approach.

(Foulkes 1975: 94)

A comment on ‘T’ groups

It appears that confu sion exists over the term ‘T Group’. Foulkes is clear that for 
him such a group involves T-ransference and T-reatment. However, other styles 
of ‘T group’ also exist which are used for sens it iv ity or T-raining purposes. De 
Board wrote:

One of the features of the work shop [at the National Training Laboratories in 
the USA] was a small, ongoing group called the Basic Skills Training Group, 
where beha vi oural data collec ted from obser va tion was made avail able for 
discus sion and analysis by their group. This method of educa tion and train ing 
is now univer sally known as ‘T-group’ train ing.

(de Board 1978: 63–4)

Although the under ly ing philo sophy of these groups may be psycho ana lytic, 
based in part on the theor ies of Bion, it is clear that they are not inten ded for treat-
ment. In the light of this confu sion it is prob ably better not to use the term ‘T 
group’.

Psychodrama and analytic groups

It must be clear by now how differ ent in terms of the process group psycho ana-
lysis (as described by Foulkes) is from psycho drama. This differ ence must remain, 
I believe, for the clarity or thera peutic potency of analytic group therapy. In such 
a group treat ment occurs through the analysis and inter pret a tion of the trans fer-
ence rela tion ships in the group matrix.

Conversely, one of the strengths of psycho drama is the encoun ters and sharing 
that occur between equals, both in and between sessions. This freedom is possible 
because the thera peutic process occurs in the drama between the prot ag on ist and 
the auxil i ary egos who, after the psycho drama, shed their roles in the sharing and 
become, once more, them selves. There are, however, psycho ther ap ists in Britain 
who are actively working on an integ ra tion of group analysis and psycho drama.

On a personal note

I have learnt much, both person ally and profes sion ally, from my six years as a 
patient in group analysis. I also gained from my exper i ence of running such a 
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group, for two years under super vi sion, while I was working at the Maudsley 
Hospital in London.

The thera peutic model of group analysis is well estab lished and much respec ted. 
I am aware that I cannot possibly, in this very short account, do justice to the rich-
ness of its theor et ical and treat ment formu la tions.

However, I have some reser va tions about the thera peutic processes of group 
analysis which reflect the theor et ical and philo soph ical differ ences between Freud 
and Moreno. It seems to me that this tech nique contains at least one poten tial 
paradox.

The group brings together people who may all have inter per sonal diffi culties. 
Some will lack friends, others will have only over-intense or other wise disturbed 
rela tion ships. Yet the rules of the group (for under stand able theor et ical reasons) 
forbid the devel op ment of any friend ships in every day life from within the group. 
Effective changes may only occur when the thera peutic process gener al ises to 
others outside the group.

In this respect the logic follows that of psycho ana lysis. Freud was cautious both 
about action in therapy and about over-familiarity between doctor and patient. 
You will remem ber the trouble that Dr Breuer got into when the bound ar ies of 
early psycho ana lysis and friend ship became blurred.

In my exper i ence of both styles of group, I have greatly valued the posit ive 
power of the real friend ships and support that can be offered by members of a 
psycho drama group. I hope that this book has demon strated that the methods and 
tech niques of psycho drama allow for an explor a tion and change in the uncon-
scious, in which respect such groups resemble those of the group psycho ana lysts.

Moreno and Foulkes

Before moving on to discuss more fully how I’ve found the theor ies of group 
analysis useful, I’d like to quote Foulkes’s acknow ledge ment to Moreno. In 
Group Psychotherapy he described how he liked the processes of the theatre: 
‘because it [the theatre] demon strated so many of the mech an isms we see at work 
in the thera peutic group’. As a foot note he added:

In this context we would like to acknow ledge the partic u lar debt which we 
owe to J.L. Moreno. In his system the insight into the dramatic situ ation is 
basic, and he uses dramatic tech niques as the main vehicle of psycho ther apy. 
Moreno’s so-called psycho-dramatic and socio-dramatic tech niques and his 
theor et ical concepts have also become signi fic ant in the field of group psycho-
ther apy, and are in accord with many view points expressed in this book.

(Foulkes in Foulkes and Anthony 1957: 223)

Moreno too was posit ive about Foulkes:

There are devel op ing a number of combin a tions between psycho drama and 
psycho ana lysis in recent years. . . . Last not least is the work of cour ageous 
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English group psycho ther ap ists and psycho dram at ists, Dr Maxwell Jones at 
Sutton General Hospital, Dr SH Foulkes at the Maudsley Hospital and Dr 
Joshua Bierer at the Institute of Social Psychiatry.

(Moreno 1953: cvii)

The outcome of this ‘encounter’ of group psycho ther ap ists, was, I fear, less 
posit ive. Foulkes wrote in 1975 about the use of psycho dra matic processes of role 
playing and acting:

Some other wise analyt ic ally orient ated colleagues find psycho drama useful 
and prac tise it. I do not doubt that acting or role playing are valu able means 
of commu nic a tion; this, however, is very differ ent from an analytic 
approach. . . . The ques tion is whether it is really neces sary. . . . Personally, I 
find that in the analytic group there is suffi cient dramatic action going on 
between people on deep emotional grounds, and have found ‘action’ unne-
ces sary. During the last war, I exper i mented with psycho dra matic methods 
and used the mater ial produced for further analysis and consid er a tion.

(Foulkes 1975: 93)

Indeed, when I trained in the psycho ther apy unit at the Maudsley Hospital in 
the late 1970s (where Foulkes had worked), there were few or no signs of the 
influ ence of psycho drama. Psychoanalytic indi vidual and group therapy was the 
order of the day. It is inter est ing to note that Marcia Karp had started to re-introduce 
psycho drama to the hospital in the early 1970s. I learnt about this only after 
leaving the Maudsley’s august portals to work else where. Perhaps the influ ence of 
the more ortho dox psycho ana lysts in the psycho ther apy unit was too power ful.

It is only fair to add that in my train ing as a psycho dram at ist in the early 1980s 
I heard nothing about the theor ies of group analysis.

Classical psycho drama

This book describes the process of protagonist-centred psycho drama. In any 
session other members of the group play crucial roles as auxil i ary egos, doubles, 
audi ence, and (as I’ve explained) holders or contain ers of anxiety. However, their 
indi vidual ‘inner worlds’ are not the focus of atten tion and nor are the complex-
it ies of their personal inter-relationships. The time and the stage are given over to 
that session’s prot ag on ist.

I would most certainly not deny that import ant things do happen to all group 
members in a session. The taking of certain auxil i ary roles can be a power ful (and 
at times thera peutic) exper i ence, as can the actual process of watch ing someone 
else’s psycho drama.

In New York Moreno estab lished the use of psycho drama as a very  
theat rical medium. People paid to come and watch sessions (with the  
possib il ity that they might become more involved). Marcia Karp (who direc ted 
such sessions in the early 1970s) described how one woman atten ded  
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these weekly sessions for several months, always sitting in the back row, never 
saying a word. She even tu ally came up to Marcia and thanked her, saying that her 
prob lems were now solved through watch ing the psycho dra mas of others (personal 
commu nic a tion). Indeed perhaps the more ortho dox theatre has the same power to 
help and change us all (Scheff 1979).

So, in clas sical psycho drama the space is given to the prot ag on ist, other  
group members are there to assist the session through the taking of auxil i ary roles, 
doub ling, and so on.

Indeed the auxil i ary egos need not be in the group for their own thera peutic 
benefit. Moreno, in the 1930s at his hospital in Beacon, used paid theatre students 
to be the auxil i ary egos in the psycho dra matic treat ment of a psychotic young 
man. He also used paid and trained thera peutic staff, for example, nurses, in his 
psycho drama sessions.

Psychodrama and group dynam ics: an analytic  
under stand ing

But we are all human. The power ful tend ency for us all to inter act with others and 
to confuse these inter ac tions with aspects of our inner worlds (through the trans-
fer ence) cannot be denied. Joyce’s irrit a tion with George before the session 
started was almost certainly influ enced by a mixture of here-and-now reality: 
‘Why should he be late when I’ve made such an effort to get here on time?’ and 
aspects of her inner world (the trans fer ence): ‘Why is that my spoilt younger 
brother always gets away with everything? What about me?’

Indeed, it was this same ‘spoilt’ younger brother who sugges ted that she join a 
psycho drama group. In psycho ana lytic terms her anger with George may be the 
repe ti tion of her fury and envy with ‘little boys who get away with things’. In an 
analytic group such possible links could be voiced and inter preted and her  
rela tion ship with George in the group would provide the mater ial for the analysis.

This feature of Joyce’s inner world, which contin ued to cause her pain in  
her adult life, would be explored very differ ently in protagonist-centred  
psycho drama. Joyce’s diffi culties with her envy and her brother would not, 
usually, be focused on in George’s psycho drama. Her prob lems could be raised in 
the sharing at the end of the group, although a fuller explor a tion would have to 
wait for her next session, when perhaps George would be the auxil i ary ego  
playing her brother.

But in the psycho drama session described in this book some thing rather unex-
pec ted happened as she was asked by George to play his mother, a request that 
clearly chal lenged this diffi cult rela tion ship.

Could Joyce forget her irrit a tion and move away from her uncon scious trans-
fer ence reac tion to play his mother? This was a poten tially diffi cult role for Joyce, 
relat ing as it did to her own prob lems with mothers. She could certainly play the 
‘depriving’ mother (this was after all part of one of her own inner-object rela tion-
ships, ‘deprived little girl-unavailable mother’). Could she, however, provide 
George with a differ ent type of moth er ing if the session called for this?
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George clearly felt (through his tele) that she could. And she did so with great 
success. Joyce had, in reality, confron ted him that evening. Perhaps George felt 
that she was tough enough to play his ‘bad’ mother. Perhaps he also sensed some-
thing else, perhaps her ability and wish to be a ‘good’ mother.

Later in the sharing Joyce was able to talk about her worries that she may never 
be a mother (after all she had reached an age when moth er hood is far from certain) 
and her fears that if she ever did have a baby she would be an inad equate parent. 
Again, issues of her own inner world emerged. Her rela tion ship with her mother 
(explored in a previ ous session) was very poor. Inside Joyce there is an ‘uncared 
for baby-young depressed mother’ object rela tion ship. Her mother had resen ted 
her (as a child) just as perhaps George’s had him (for ‘causing’ an unwished-for 
marriage). At the start of the session perhaps she was iden ti fied with her inner 
‘resent ful mother’, a role she then acted out on the young boyish man who arrived 
almost late for the group. ‘Men are always like that!’

The reality of the session was that Joyce was able to take on the role of George’s 
mother and develop it to provide George with a differ ent and perhaps new exper-
i ence of good moth er ing. In the sharing she was able to get in touch with her wish 
to be a mother. She was able to give George some real comfort and support from 
which both gained benefit.

Perhaps Paul was lucky. The poten tially diffi cult dynamic between George and 
Joyce seemed to be resolved without the need to focus on their rela tion ship (in 
either reality or the two-way trans fer ences).

This is not always the case. At times I have had to give some time in a session 
to an issue between group members. This I do by focus ing on the here-and- 
now prob lems, for the inter pret a tion of the trans fer en tial aspects of a  
rela tion ship (in groups as well as in indi vidual psycho ther apy) can initially 
strengthen the unreal ity of the rela tion ship and of the trans fer ence. Some  
know ledge of the theory behind the process of inter pret a tion is, however, relev ant. 
Malan (1979) described how a full inter pret a tion in psycho ana lytic therapy  
links three areas:

1 The patient’s trans fer ence towards the ther ap ist.
2 Their rela tion ships in the real world of the present.
3 And the inner world with its roots in child hood rela tion ships.

Such inter pret a tions, which would emphas ise the uncon scious aspects of the 
group’s inter ac tions, make these rela tion ships more excit ing, dramatic, and 
import ant. To make such an inter pret a tion in a psycho drama group would risk a 
change of emphasis away from ‘protagonist-centred psycho drama’ and towards 
another sort of psycho ther apy group.

Paul used his under stand ing of the trans fer ence when he asked George who else 
had kept him away from his father. It was this ques tion that shifted George from 
his frus trated anger with his director to an aware ness that it was his mother who 
had kept his father from him.

At times it is essen tial to be aware of how inner worlds and inner pains  
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affect group dynam ics. This may be of partic u lar import ance with certain types of 
patient. For example, the young man who always fights with father figures in the 
group or the older woman who is terri fied that all men will be abusive can have 
power ful consequences on the devel op ment of trust in a group. In these circum-
stances I will use my under stand ing of these indi vidu als’ dynam ics care fully.

The fact that I think I know what is going on may be enough to contain my, and 
the group’s, anxiety and distress. After all parents do not have to tell their chil dren 
everything, nor do ther ap ists have to explain all the dynam ics to the group, to be 
‘good enough’.

Sometimes under stand ing is not enough and a gentle inter pret a tion is helpful, 
perhaps follow ing a piece of ‘acting out’ in the trans fer ence, as happened between 
Joyce and George in a previ ous session:

‘You know, Joyce, you do seem to find younger “broth ers”, or younger men 
in the group, a real pain. They always seem to upset you. Perhaps they remind 
you of your child hood when your brother seemed to get everything from your 
mother.’

I would, however, use such inter pret a tions spar ingly in a protagonist-centred 
group, prefer ring to keep the focus on a prot ag on ist and the tech niques rooted in 
clas sical psycho drama.

W.R. BION’S CONTRIBUTION TO AN 
UNDERSTANDING OF GROUP DYNAMICS

Bion, like Foulkes, developed his interest in group dynam ics in the 1940s while 
attempt ing to treat neur otic soldiers (Bion 1961: 11–12; Pines 1985).

We have seen that Foulkes considered the group as a collec tion of indi vidu als 
linked by reality and trans fer ences. He was also aware of the collect ive aspects of 
the group’s beha viour, for in some ways a group func tions as a single unity.

Bion’s views on group dynam ics placed the emphasis firmly on the group as an 
organic whole, rather than as a collec tion of indi vidu als. He believed that people 
could form two types of group: ‘work groups’ and what he described as ‘basic 
assump tion groups’.

In the former there is an agree ment to focus on a task through mutual 
co-operation. In such groups people relate to each other and the external world 
with a degree of reality testing and matur ity. The reasons for the group coming 
together and meeting are remembered and the agreed task is pursued. The work of 
such groups obvi ously varies: it might be the provi sion of a clin ical service to 
disturbed chil dren, it might be the plan ning of a polit ical campaign, it might be the 
manu fac ture and sale of butter, or it might be the explor a tion of a prot ag on ist’s 
inner world through psycho drama.

Bion believed that such a group ‘depends on some degree of soph ist ic ated skills 
in the indi vidual’ (Bion 1961: 143). Without such skills, and the asso ci ated struc-
tures, a group’s func tion ing can easily slide into chaos.
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When this happens a basic assump tion group results. Contact with reality is  
lost and the group can be considered to be (in psycho ana lytic terms) func tion ing 
using psychotic mech an isms. Bion observed that in groups without clear tasks, or 
in a group under stress, there was a tend ency for them to lose contact with external 
reality. Then the members began to func tion as if they were but a part of a single 
organ ism, ‘the group’, a psychotic regres sion occur ring both in indi vidu als and in 
the group as a whole.

The belief that a group exists, as distinct from an aggreg ate of indi vidu als, is 
an essen tial part of this regres sion, as are also the char ac ter ist ics with which 
the supposed group is endowed by the indi vidual. Substance is given to the 
phant asy that the group exists by the fact that the regres sion involves the indi-
vidual in a loss of his ‘indi vidual distinct ive ness’.

(Bion 1961: 142)

Perhaps this descrip tion of a group sounds rather far fetched. However, I am 
always surprised how many appar ently ‘sane’ groups of people behave in ways 
typical of a basic assump tion group. Certainly clin ical teams or commit tees I have 
worked in have at times regressed to basic assump tion func tion ing. It is also true 
of polit ical parties (espe cially when they are under stress from the oppos i tion). 
Even whole coun tries can slide into a basic assump tion mode of oper a tion (say at 
a time of war).

Although the indi vidu als in such a group have uncon scious psychotic phant-
as ies about the group (includ ing that as a part of a group they have no personal 
autonomy), it must be stressed that they are not them selves, in a clin ical sense, 
psychotic or mad. On leaving the group their rational objectiv ity will return.

Bion described how a group in such a state uses prim it ive defence mech an isms 
to defend itself (the group) from increas ing anxiety. He was a Kleinian and 
followed the theor et ical formu la tions of that school. Individuals within the group 
become like inner-objects within a single psyche in which split ting and project ive 
iden ti fic a tion are the main defence mech an isms.

Thus, just as aspects of the self-representation can be projec ted onto the other-
objects or repres ent a tions in the psyche (Sandler’s stage one project ive iden ti fic-
a tion, 1987, 1988), so can people within the group project onto each other. This is 
used within the group to defend against the group’s anxiety rather than the anxiety 
of indi vidual members. In these circum stances people lose their indi vidu al ity and 
ability of inde pend ent action. They become but inner-objects within the group 
psyche.

It is easy to think about the strange contor tions that over come any group  
that becomes anxious. The stress may be due to the threat of a loss of funding 
(note that this was a feature in George’s social work office). It might be  
because the group’s task was in itself anxiety provok ing. Nursing very sick and 
dying patients is very stress ful. Isabel Menzies (1970) described how a hospital 
nursing system uses very prim it ive (psychotic) defence mech an isms to cope  
with the emotional strain. Or the fear might origin ate from the increas ing  
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success of the oppos i tion polit ical party with the asso ci ated fear of losing the  
next general elec tion.

Bion (1961: 146) described how such groups adopt (as part of their  
uncon scious defence mech an isms) one of three basic assump tions: depend ency, 
pairing, or fight/flight. His descrip tions of these styles of group are complex;  
some would say obscure or even poetic. However, as I have indic ated, I  
believe these assump tions can be observed to be held by many types of  
group.

A well-run protagonist-centred psycho drama group should remem ber and stick 
to its task. If it does, it will avoid a regres sion into basic assump tion func tion ing. 
Because of this fact I will present only a brief outline of Bion’s views (see Bion 
1961; de Board 1978; Grinberg et al. 1975).

In a depend ency group an indi vidual is in (or is pushed into) the role of ‘leader’. 
This person is unreal ist ic ally ideal ised for a time, and may as a result become 
omni po tent or mega lo manic. But the group expects too much from this person. He 
or she cannot fulfil the group’s gran di ose expect a tions of them, and is then 
toppled, as the atti tude shifts to one of denig ra tion. Another leader must be found 
from within the group, who, too, will be ideal ised. . . .

It must be noted that these leaders are role respons ive to the group’s need to 
project power and respons ib il ity onto one person. As Bion says, such a leader is 
the ‘creature of the group’ and thus cannot act in a genu inely inde pend ent manner. 
How many polit ical leaders can be considered in this way?

In a pairing group two (or perhaps more) indi vidu als will get together to create 
a new solu tion to the group’s prob lems and thus reduce the group’s stress and 
anxiety. Bion described this process in the sexual terms of a couple getting 
together to produce a new baby or ‘Messiah’.

Perhaps groups do have this uncon scious sexual phant asy. However,  
the concept can also be under stood in terms of two people getting together  
to produce a new idea or plan ‘that will solve all our prob lems’. Again such 
expect a tions are often unreal istic and magical. Any new baby (or idea) cannot  
but fail to live up to these gran di ose expect a tions. The baby or idea, once born, 
must fail.

Again, how many groups under threat or stress have created a ‘sub-committee’, 
or written a stra tegic plan ning docu ment, to look at the prob lems and find a  
solu tion? Anxiety is always reduced until the idea is born and then fails.

A fight/flight group deals with all its anxiety and diffi culties by project ing them 
outwards onto another group which is then seen as being the cause of all the 
group’s prob lems. The group can forget its own internal prob lems and tasks, 
placing all its energy into the attack on the other group which is seen as threat-
en ing. Such a group is para noid and unreal istic about its rela tion ships with the 
external world.

How many City taker-overs result from an avoid ance of stress within the  
pred at ory company? How many coun tries have been invaded and wars fought  
in order that the state may not think about its own internal stresses and  
turmoil?
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All three basic assump tions allow the group psyche to operate in prim it ive and 
magical ways as a defence against internal anxiety. Contact with reality is lost. 
The group task is forgot ten.

BASIC ASSUMPTION GROUPS AND PSYCHODRAMA

As I have stated above, I believe that a psycho drama group must main tain its hold 
on the real it ies of what Bion defined as a ‘work group’. The task is to confront the 
needs of the prot ag on ist. However, I am sure that from time to time a psycho-
drama group may shift from a ‘work’ group to a ‘basic assump tion group’. I am 
fairly sure I’ve been in more than one psycho drama group that has followed this 
path to chaos.

When this shift occurs the director must (by defin i tion) be taken along by the 
process. He too will lose contact with the original task. The only solu tion is that 
one or more members will be resist ant to the threat of the loss of their indi vidu al ity 
and will main tain some hold on external reality. They will remem ber the task and 
why the group is meeting. Such indi vidu als may be able to assist the group’s return 
to ‘work group’ func tion ing, allow ing it to continue the task and its devel op ment.

If this recov ery does not occur, the group is doomed and will even tu ally disin teg-
rate, much as a border line person al ity may become flor idly psychotic under stress.

It is import ant to note that some psycho dram at ists place a much greater 
emphasis on the inter per sonal dynam ics of the group than I do in my account of a 
session in this book. This is certainly true of those schools of psycho drama which 
already integ rate Moreno’s tech niques with the theor ies of psycho ana lysis.

Moreno too acknow ledged uncon scious, shared processes that occur in groups, 
which he called the co-unconscious (Moreno in Fox 1987: 63; Monica Zuretti, 
personal commu nic a tion), even when psycho drama sessions are appar ently prot-
ag on ist centred.

In my exper i ence, when a psycho dram at ist focuses on the group dynam ics 
(rather than on a protagonist-centred task), there is the possib il ity that the members 
may behave, when in the group, in a manner quite differ ent from that which they 
adopt as indi vidu als outside the session. Such a shift may make clas sical psycho-
drama diffi cult.

THE HEALTHY PSYCHODRAMA GROUP

A meeting of two: eye to eye, face to face.
(Moreno quoted in Blatner and Blatner 1988)

Moreno talked about psycho drama as an encounter between equals, although I 
some times wonder how equal he felt with others. Meeting one’s equals and 
sharing emotions, pain, history, fun, and laughter can be a most healing  
exper i ence. The nature of protagonist-centred psycho drama allows for this to 
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happen. The power ful inner-object rela tion ships are not ignored, nor are their influ-
ences on every day life dismissed. However, the explor a tion and thera peutic work 
are under taken on the psycho drama stage, using the magic of the process to convert 
friends, asso ci ates, and other group members into those import ant ‘others’ from the 
world outside the group, from history, and from each indi vidual’s inner world.

Sharing

The final stage of a psycho drama session is the sharing when we all return to be 
ourselves: ‘father’ became once more Victor; Joyce lost the magic psycho dra-
matic mantle of ‘mother’; Thelma became herself again. Group members talk 
about their feel ings and thoughts during the session both when in role (as an auxil-
i ary ego) and as them selves.

This process facil it ates ‘de-rolling’ in which members return to them selves, 
shed ding the burdens (or pleas ures) of the auxil i ary roles they have occu pied 
during the session. Some group leaders prefer a more ritu al ised process: ‘I’m not 
George’s father. I’m Victor, and I feel good to be in this group.’

I find that sharing, if suffi cient time is allowed, will provided for a fuller and 
more mean ing ful de-rolling, allow ing auxil i ar ies first to share from role and then 
to share with the group as them selves. Group members may gain as much thera-
peut ic ally through playing auxil i ary roles, or even just watch ing a psycho drama, 
as through being the prot ag on ist in a session.

THE OUTER WORLD ON THE PSYCHODRAMATIC 
STAGE GOES BACK INSIDE, AND THE GROUP 
GOES OFF TO THE PUB

After this session only George remained as he was in the drama, himself. However, 
now his inner world had been explored, put forward onto the psycho drama stage 
outside his private psychic world. As the session ended these exper i ences were 
taken into himself once more, as memor ies and under stand ing of his diffi culties, 
and perhaps as signi fic ant changes in his inner-object rela tion ships.

Hopefully, in time, this session will help him alter his rela tion ship with the 
world around him: with Fred and with his wife. But at the end of the session he 
was, in Moreno’s words, ‘like a patient in the recov ery room after major surgery’ 
(Zerka Moreno, personal commu nic a tion). Fragile, tired but relieved that the 
‘oper a tion’ had gone well.

Both Paul and George knew that this evening’s session, with its cath artic 
expres sion of anger, was not an end in itself. George would still have to under take 
the hard work, within himself and at home and in the office, of devel op ing the 
more mature aspects of his role reper toire.

However, at that moment he was pleased to receive support from the group as 
they made their way down the wet and windy London street to a much needed pint 
of beer in the local pub, the Duke of Cambridge.



Coda
How does psycho drama change  
people?

The group

Three sessions later George came into the theatre and told the group that two 
days ago he had had a row with Fred at work. To his great surprise not only had 
this made him feel better, but his rela tion ship with his boss seemed to have 
improved.

‘That’s great!’ said Thelma. ‘But how’s your rela tion ship with your wife?’
‘Oh, much as always. But I don’t suppose that I can expect everything to change 

at once.’

WHAT HELPS IN PSYCHODRAMA?

Paul and the other group members had commit ted a number of hours every week 
to this group for several months. Time taken away from other press ing or enjoy-
able activ it ies. What did they hope to gain?

Some of their reasons were given in Chapter 1. Joyce hoped the group would 
help with her depres sion and with her prob lems with men. David had also joined 
the group to work on inter per sonal diffi culties. Debby joined to learn more about 
psycho drama.

Only George’s prob lems have been described in detail in this book together 
with an account of his treat ment in one psycho drama session, but several members 
of this group repor ted changes in their lives during the next few months. They felt 
better, and some of their diffi culties were reduced. Many of these improve ments 
were attrib uted to the psycho drama sessions. George certainly felt that his session 
had helped him with his prob lems at work.

However, just because group members repor ted improve ments in their lives, 
this does not mean that the psycho drama group actu ally caused these changes. It 
is well known that people’s lives alter and shift, for better and for worse, without 
any help from psycho ther apy.

It is also true that people who seek thera peutic help have already made the first 
step to change by acknow ledging that some thing in their lives is not going very 
well. Just the process of accept ing that they may need profes sional help may lead 
to signi fic ant alter a tions in someone’s life.
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It is of course import ant to listen care fully to an indi vidual’s inter pret a tion of 
what has brought about change. They may even be correct when they attrib ute 
these alter a tions to certain events or activ it ies!

Attacks on psycho ther apy continue in the medical and scientific liter at ure (see, 
for example, Shepherd 1985; Sutherland 1991). This situ ation will continue unless 
psycho ther ap ists stop to consider very care fully both the processes and the 
consequences of their treat ment methods. Research into the tech niques and 
outcome of psycho ther apy is essen tial, espe cially in these times of finan cial 
control and stress in the Health Service. Now, more than ever, any partic u lar 
thera peutic school will have to argue its effect ive ness against the other types of 
avail able treat ment (Garfield and Bergin 1986).

Good empir ical research is, however, still limited in dynamic psycho ther apy 
(see, for an example, Firth et al. 1986), and psycho drama is no excep tion. For 
psycho dram at ists to be able best to help people they must have some clear ideas 
about what it is in the process that is actu ally thera peutic. Only then will they be 
able to enhance and improve their clin ical prac tice. This situ ation does not, 
however, mean that research is unne ces sary, and I would encour age any inter-
ested and concerned psycho dram at ist to consider under tak ing prop erly organ ised 
invest ig a tion.

I have discussed possible thera peutic factors at various points in this book. 
However, I know that person ally I make the assump tion that psycho drama is 
helpful, not as the result of formal research results, but because of my posit ive 
exper i ences both as a patient and as a ther ap ist.

Both Freud and Moreno developed their thera peutic tech niques through obser-
va tions of their own clin ical prac tice and personal exper i ences. This is a posi tion 
the psycho lo gist Stuart Sutherland finds unten able. He would perhaps attrib ute 
my enthu si asm to the fact that ‘I have made sacri fices to enter a profes sion and if 
I am now making a decent living out of it, I am likely to think that I am doing 
some good even if I am not’ (Sutherland 1991: 120; quote trans posed to first 
person).

WHAT MIGHT HAVE HELPED GEORGE?

In the absence of much formal research into psycho drama let us consider a  
general account of the thera peutic factors in group psycho ther apy. Irvin  
Yalom in his large and well-known text book The Theory and Practice of Group 
Psychotherapy (3rd edition 1985) reviews the thera peutic factors in group 
psycho ther apy.

I will use his struc ture to consider the thera peutic factors in psycho drama. The 
inter ested ther ap ist, however, should look at Yalom’s book where he has space to 
consider this import ant topic at much greater length.

Yalom believes, from his extens ive clin ical exper i ence, research, and reviews 
of the liter at ure, that the thera peutic factors in group psycho ther apy can be 
described under eleven head ings:
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 1 Instillation of hope.
 2 Universality.
 3 Imparting of inform a tion.
 4 Altruism.
 5 The correct ive recapit u la tion of the primary family group.
 6 Development of social iz ing tech niques.
 7 Imitative beha viour.
 8 Interpersonal learn ing.
 9 Group cohes ive ness.
10 Catharsis.
11 Existential factors.

(Yalom 1985: 3)

It is worth observing that these are factors that might be found in a variety of 
differ ent types of thera peutic group. None of them can be considered specific  
to psycho drama. Indeed it has been shown that thera peutic effect ive ness  
appears to have more to do with the personal char ac ter ist ics and profes sional 
exper i ence of the ther ap ist than with the formal style or tech niques of the  
treat ment provided.

Let us explore in a little more depth what occurs in a psycho drama group in 
terms of Yalom’s factors.

1 Instillation of hope

Psychotherapy is a time-consuming and often costly process which people  
under take only when they are really distressed by aspects of their lives. Often 
many other attempts at change have been tried: will-power, new friends, a new 
ward robe, a new job. George had moved jobs, perhaps in unsuc cess ful attempts to 
resolve his inter per sonal conflicts.

By the time patients are driven to start in therapy they are often despond ent if 
not despair ing about the possib il ity of a better future. Treatment in groups allows 
them to regain hope through the exper i ence of seeing others change and grow. 
They also soon discover that they are not alone or unique in their predic a ment, 
fears, wishes, or exper i ence.

2 Universality

The process of psycho drama, perhaps espe cially in the crucial third stage, sharing, 
encour ages both hope and the discov ery of univer sal ity between group members, 
factors attrib uted by patients as being asso ci ated with their recov ery.

They are also relieved and encour aged when they discover, in their  
ther ap ist, an indi vidual who not only has certain skills but also (one hopes)  
an optim istic belief that their thera peutic tech nique works. I doubt George  
would have been helped in this session if he suspec ted his director Paul did  
not have faith in psycho drama.
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3 The impart ing of inform a tion

Yalom sees this process as involving two rather differ ent activ it ies: didactic 
instruc tion and direct advice.

The former involves educat ing both indi vidu als and the group about various 
issues relev ant to their diffi culties and to the thera peutic process. As Yalom 
pointed out, we all use our know ledge of the world to cope with anxiety of daily 
living. It is possible that Roy, who left the group after three sessions saying 
‘Psychodrama is not for me; it scares me’, might have been able to survive in the 
group had Paul prepared him more fully about what to expect in sessions. This 
know ledge would have given him a cognit ive struc ture which might have helped 
him cope better in the, for him, unusual and stress ful situ ation of the group.

Individuals also learn about the basic nature of human func tion ing and diffi-
culties through the exper i ence of psycho drama, know ledge that will help them in 
a more personal way make sense of their lives. Again a cognit ive under stand ing 
reduces the terror of the unknown.

In my groups I often talk (as does Marcia Karp) in a didactic way about the 
history and process of psycho drama. This inform a tion is given for two reasons: 
some group members already work with clients, and may be consid er ing using 
certain tech niques in their clin ical work; others may be consid er ing train ing more 
fully in psycho drama. Perhaps more import antly, the sharing of know ledge 
emphas ises my funda mental equal ity in the encounter of equals in the group and 
gives each indi vidual an idea of the struc ture and process of a session: inform a tion 
that helps contain or reduce their anxiety.

Yalom sees the giving of direct advice in psycho ther apy groups as a frequent 
phenomenon, but:

Despite the fact that advice giving is common in early inter ac tional group 
therapy, I can recall few instances when a specific sugges tion concern ing 
some problem was any direct benefit to any patient.

(Yalom 1985: 12)

In my exper i ence this is true in psycho drama. It is one of the tasks of the director, 
espe cially in the sharing, to stop people giving advice or unso li cited ‘inter pret a-
tions’ to the prot ag on ist. However, as noted above, the true sharing of personal 
feel ings or exper i ences is of benefit, increas ing as it does the prot ag on ist’s sense 
of hope and univer sal ity.

4 Altruism

Yalom pointed out that altru ism is seen as posit ive and healing in many situ ations 
other than therapy.

Psychodrama emphas ises the ability of group members to help each other  
for altru istic purposes, assist ance given by playing a nasty auxil i ary ego or  
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through phys ic ally holding someone in distress. The very nature of psycho drama 
encour ages such giving.

Paul, who had started the session feeling rather angry and ill at ease, felt better 
having given George and the group a posit ive exper i ence.

5 The correct ive recapit u la tion of the primary 
family group

A weekly psycho drama group is an intens ive and power ful exper i ence which  
in some ways comes to resemble a family. There are parents, siblings, and  
chil dren. The theor ies of group analysis explain these phenom ena in terms of  
the trans fer ence (Foulkes and Anthony 1957; Foulkes 1975). However, even 
without formal inter pret a tion of these dynam ics a group can offer the indi vidual 
the chance to change through new exper i ences in a ‘family’ setting.

Joyce benefited from a warmer and less tense rela tion ship with a brother  
figure, while George was able to find a less controlling mother in Joyce, and  
more reli able father figures in Paul and Victor. These exper i ences occurred  
not only in the more formal part of the session but also in the import ant social  
life of the group before and after the psycho drama.

6 Development of social ising tech niques

Without social skills we are all lost. Even the appar ently well adjus ted  
indi vidu als in this group benefited from modi fy ing their tech niques of social 
inter ac tion.

The concept of role rehearsal (Goldman and Morrison 1984) in psycho drama 
offers an addi tion to a simple social skills train ing group. Through a  
regress ive psycho dra matic explor a tion George was able to discover  
some thing about the personal history of his diffi culties with father figures.  
This inform a tion (both emotional and cognit ive) was then used to assist him  
in a final scene with Fred in which he rehearsed how he would confront him  
in the office.

When this confront a tion did occur in reality George’s manner was more adult, 
and as a consequence his boss took him more seri ously.

7 Imitative beha viour

Yalom pointed out that we all have a tend ency to imitate or copy people we  
like or respect. Such beha viour does not, easily, become a funda mental aspect  
of the inner world, but it may allow for the acquis i tion of useful social skills. 
Perhaps if Roy had stayed longer in the group he might have ‘imit ated’ some  
of the older men who were well estab lished in work and thus gained more  
confid ence as a young adult.
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8 Interpersonal learn ing

Under this heading Yalom considered several crucial factors in the thera peutic 
process, all of which involve inter per sonal rela tion ships. These include the role of 
correct ive emotional exper i ences, the trans fer ence, and the import ance of rela-
tion ships. He quotes William James:

We are not only gregari ous animals liking to be in sight of our fellows, but 
we have an innate propensity to get ourselves noticed, and noticed favor ably, 
by our kind. No more fiendish punish ment could be devised, were such a 
thing phys ic ally possible, than one should be turned loose on society and 
remain abso lutely unnoticed by all members thereof.

(James 1890: 293 quoted in Yalom 1985: 20)

Clarkson (1990) help fully divided the types of thera peutic rela tion ship that 
may occur in psycho ther apy into five differ ent kinds:

 the working alli ance,
 the trans fer en tial/coun ter trans fer en tial rela tion ships,
 the repar at ive/devel op ment ally needed rela tion ships,
 the I–You encoun ters
 and what she calls transper sonal or spir itual rela tion ships.

Aspects of all these styles occur in psycho drama. This is part of its thera peutic 
power. As I have stated, J.L. Moreno placed more emphasis on the I–You  
rela tion ships, while Zerka Moreno sees the use of auxil i ary egos and role-
reversals, which (as I hope this book has demon strated) paral lel the trans fer en tial 
inter ac tions of analytic psycho ther apy.

Group members can also exper i ence new rela tion ships which may, in part, act 
to heal the wounds or gaps caused by what was missing in child hood. The use of 
surplus reality by a director may well allow the prot ag on ist to exper i ence for the 
first time a mother who really loves her son or a father who is reli able as well as 
loving.

Relationships such as these fall under the heading of the ‘correct ive emotional 
exper i ence’ (Yalom 1985: 25) or the ‘repar at ive/devel op ment ally needed’ inter-
ac tions described by Clarkson (1990: 152).

Through all these vari et ies of exper i ence with other people the indi vidual learns 
about himself and the world. Psychic and social growth is possible.

9 Group cohes ive ness

Yalom stresses the import ance of this factor which is seen as a signi fic ant  
factor in success ful outcome of group psycho ther apy (1985: 69). Members of 
cohes ive groups attend better, and fewer people leave. The atmo sphere  
favours self-disclosure, risk taking, and the construct ive expres sion of conflict  
in the group – phenom ena that facil it ate success ful group therapy (Yalom  
1985: 69).
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The increas ing self-esteem, which seems to relate to the resol u tion of personal 
prob lems, is also a more prom in ent feature of a cohes ive group.

In my exper i ence psycho drama groups are often very cohes ive. The possib il ity 
of mixing deep thera peutic work with more relaxed social inter ac tions, such as 
eating together or visit ing a public house, allows for the devel op ment of very real 
and often deep friend ships between group members. The import ance given to 
hospit al ity and good food is a notable feature of the Holwell Centre. I have always 
enjoyed the atmo sphere and found it very sooth ing and healing at times of personal 
distress.

My exper i ence there was a marked contrast to my former psycho ana lytic group. 
Each week the ther ap ists needed to inter pret the fact that the group members met 
after every session for a drink in the local pub. These comments failed to stop the 
meet ings, and only seemed to serve to increase our guilt and hostil ity towards the 
ther ap ists.

10 Catharsis

Catharsis is often seen as an import ant aspect of the thera peutic process of  
psycho drama, and indeed many other ther apies. However, as Yalom points  
out, research studies have shown that incid ents of cath arsis were as likely to  
be selec ted (as the most signi fic ant personal exper i ence in an encounter  
group) by members with poor outcomes as by those with good outcomes.  
Catharsis was not unre lated to outcome; it was neces sary but, in itself, not  
suffi cient (Yalom 1985: 84).

I have had personal exper i ences, as a group member, of both bio-energetic  
and encounter groups in which there was a high level of freely expressed  
emotions (cath arsis). These groups did not seem to me to help me or the  
friends I went with. Indeed, I found the lack of a cognit ive element very  
fright en ing.

In one such group, follow ing an exer cise involving child hood rela tion ships,  
I found I had very violent feel ings towards a male friend in the session, feel ings 
that the group encour aged me to express (or act out). My friend ship with this  
man was deeply stressed for some weeks. Only with time, in another therapy,  
did I make the link between this event and my child hood rage with my younger 
brother.

I am a psycho dram at ist because I enjoy and respect the method’s ability to 
integ rate the cath artic, the cognit ive, and the uncon scious inner world in a creat ive 
and enjoy able atmo sphere.

11 Existential factors

Yalom sees such factors as import ant to any thera peutic process. In this he reaches 
back to the same philo soph ical roots as Moreno. He lists them:

1 Recognizing that life is at times unfair and unjust.
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2  Recognizing that ulti mately there is no escape from some of life’s pain 
and from death.

3  Recognizing that no matter how close I get to people, I must still face 
life alone.

4  Facing the basic issues of my life and death, and thus living my life 
more honestly and being less caught up with trivi al it ies.

5  Learning that I must take respons ib il ity for the way I live my life no 
matter how much guid ance and support I get from others.

(Yalom 1985: 92)

A PRACTICAL PHILOSOPHY FOR PSYCHODRAMA

Psychodrama, with its roots in Martin Buber’s and Moreno’s exist en tial philo-
sophy (Cooper 1990), encour ages many of these atti tudes.

I have been asked, often by ther ap ists with a psycho ana lytic back ground, how 
it is that I can run a ‘one-off’ psycho drama work shop and then not return to the 
group. They feel that I should continue to care for the prot ag on ist.

I respond by saying that such beha viour would encour age the group member’s 
depend ency on me. Eventually each of us must take (as far as is possible) respons-
ib il ity for our own actions and future. This is as true for a prot ag on ist as it is for a 
man in the street. This is not to say that I don’t care and worry about my group 
members. I certainly do: indeed, I may even be active in my offers of support or 
further help. But in the end real emotional growth comes only from an accept ance 
of our adult inde pend ence from others.

It must be said, however, that the emotional diffi culties of certain indi vidu als 
can be helped only through their devel op ing a deep and depend ent rela tion ship 
with their ther ap ist. I doubt that Fr. Rolfe would have made much progress in a 
short series of psycho drama sessions.

This is not to say that we don’t all need help and support at times. However, in 
psycho drama this is avail able from other group members, and family and friends 
outside the group. The ethos encour ages an increas ing self-reliance and a widen ing 
and deep en ing of the support network.

This is an aspect of the exist en tial philo sophy of psycho drama, a philo sophy 
which for me is in no way at odds with a psycho ana lytic under stand ing of the 
human person al ity.
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